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ABSTRACT 

Although ‘mirroring’ has been studied within MNEs, the way SMEs deal with the challenges 

associated with implementing new products and services in change contexts remains a 

neglected area. By subsuming mirroring and change management theories under 

organisational theory, the author examines the impacts of these constructs on how four SMEs 

dealt with some of their challenges as they tried to launch new products, improve services 

and staff performance. The paper contributes to the organisation theory and strategy literature 

by initially identifying ‘organisations design products’ as a gap whose linkage to HRM 

architectural pairings produced the theoretical contribution referred to as ‘Contingent 

Misting’. The theory helps in identifying the structural, cultural and technical characteristics 

that SMEs are dealing with and deepens our understanding of some of the emerging 

mirroring architectures that SMEs face.  A thematic categorisation approach to the analysis of 

the interview data led not only to the paper’s theoretical contribution of ‘Contingent Misting’ 

but also highlights individual and organisational-level characteristics whose combination help 

SMEs to better adapt to the complex challenges of product and service redesigns. The paper’s 

85 semi-structured interviews in 4 UK/internationally-connected SMEs was used to 

successfully frame SMEs’ products, services, structures and people in a theory that highlights 

the contingent nature of people’s competence when SMEs implement changes to practically 

tackle their challenges. ‘Contingent Misting’ was previously missing in the architectural 

pairings and mirroring literature and is therefore proposed as the paper’s theoretical 

contribution. Its benefits, implications and future research directions are identified. 
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INTRODUCTION  

SMEs’ positive impacts on ‘national economies’ have caught the attention of researchers 

(Steinerowska‐Streb and Steiner, 2014, p. 375; Gunasekaran, Rai and Griffin, 2011). Despite 

their contributions to market growth and entrepreneurship activities, the way SMEs deal with 

the complex processes of managing constraints related to adaptation ((Williams et al., 2014; 

Simon, 1962) are under-researched. On the other hand, there has been a plethora of research 

on product designs (MacCormack, Verganti and Iansiti, 2001; Sanderson and Uzumeri, 

1995), on manufacturing (Ulrich, 1995) and on improving to the structures and technologies 

(Spear and Bowen, 1999) that might enhance product designs in predominantly MNEs 

(Baldwin and Clark, 2000). However, there is a dearth of empirical research on product 

designs and the effectiveness of the impact of architectural pairings on new products and 

services (Fleming and Sorenson, 2004) in MNEs and SMEs alike. The construct of 

‘mirroring’ has been proposed by scholars such as MacCormack, Baldwin and Rusnak (2012) 

to highlight the interaction between an organisation’s structure and its products’ design. 

‘Mirroring’ has been conceptualised as the way an organisation’s management, decision-

making and communication practices and systems shape and are shaped by its products. 

Some companies have adopted this new architectural way of pairing products and 

organisations with the hope that positive results would be achieved. Although this has been 

claimed to have efficient results in MNEs (Elia et al., 2017), the application of ‘mirroring’ on 

new products and services has received neglect in SMEs.  

 
Despite this glaring gap, there also seems to be limited investigations into SME contexts and 

in the way they manage the possible mirroring impacts on individual and collective 

outcomes. What is encouraging to note is the growing recognition of how management may 

use ‘mirroring’ as a technique to deal with some innovation challenges and complexity 

(Tassabehji and Isherwood, 2014) in a product’s lifecycle (Garezzi et al., 2005). However, 

there is a problem which can be explained by the fact that studies that emphasise on 

‘mirroring’ as a technique appear to focus on an apparent binary-divide: 

conceptual/normative or descriptive. The concept polarises the debates and discussions 

further. Complex people and systems issues related to product changes remain unresolved 

despite the efforts made by Simon (1962) and his colleagues. Macro-economic constraints 

(Kola and Kodongo, 2017), product export growth issues (Quaicoe et al., 2017) and product 

architecture and management constraints have added to the limited success of the technique, 
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as a strategic tool (Ulrich, 1995). Other researchers proposed product performance and 

management (Liu and Vrontis, 2017) as a strategy (Zoogah and Mburu, 2015) that targets 

modular aspects related to SMEs’ internationalisation (Saridakis et al., 2017).   

 

Other aspects related to the modular view of mirroring include transformational leadership 

(Top et al., 2015) and the standardisation of HRM practices to help manage product 

development (Ulrich, 1995). More recent developments to product and service design 

organisations (Budhwar et al., 2017; Edmondson and Harvey, 2017; Jimenez et al., 2017; 

Goerzen, 2017) have pointed to the incomplete narrative in highlighting the way SMEs deal 

with the complex constraints related to how people adapt on a higher level (Lwango et al., 

2017). North (1990), Scott (1995) and Peng et al.’s (2008) institutional theory provided 

earlier, useful additions to the normative stream of strategic product/service design 

organisations. However, they overlooked the way people choose to surmount the higher-level 

organisational barriers that might clash with their objectives (Estrin et al., 2017; Muellner et 

al., 2017). The proposals examined thus far raise an important research question for this 

paper: ‘is there a theoretical contribution that might be developed to fill the gap in the 

strategy literature on mirroring as a management technique for product and service change?’ 

The question has received a number of answers previously (Lewin, 1947) although its overall 

neglect in SMEs’ adaptation strategy signals that some different theoretical proposition is 

nigh.   

 

The results of a study of how SMEs and employees were able to help their companies 

innovate and thereby respond to the research question posed here provide an inkling to an 

answer (Mendy, 2017). Earlier Porter and Kramer (2011) adopted techniques considered as 

‘narrow’ given their limited focus on macro-organisational objectives as these only serve 

management’s and the organisation’s intentions. As such, they failed to enhance staff 

competence. The methodology involved was a survey of management and non-management 

staff, which was used as the empirical basis to validate the author’s theoretical contribution. 

Its fundamental objective can be situated in highlighting some concept which identifies the 

characteristics needed by people caught in similar situations to develop some competency of 

how to innovate during products and service quality change. The characteristics needed for 

such capacity are referred to in the concept of ‘Contingent Mirroring’. It especially highlights 

the capability required if staff and organisations in similar contexts stand a possibility of 

realising their organisation-product pairing combinations. It also signals the people 
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behaviours that can bring about more positive organisational pairings than previously 

attempted in the mirroring literature. Such outcomes have been found to be dependent or 

contingently based on people’s perceptions of what is required to deal with the product and 

service quality related challenges in the here and now. Earlier contributions of whether 

‘mirroring’ techniques (Baldwin and Clark, 2000) could be beneficial to the strategy (Ulrich 

and Dulebohn, 2015) of SMEs remain scantily investigated.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

‘Mirroring’ has been used in the literature to examine constraints faced by organisations that 

attempt to innovate (Colfer and Baldwin, 2016). The construct highlights the way 

organisations examine tasks/jobs, people and their performance and the structuring of 

systems and hierarchies needed to optimise outcomes. Institutional theorists such as Scott 

(1995) and North (1990) have postulated that strategic choices are needed to resolve the 

complexities involved in task, product and service designs. They recommend the use of 

formal and informal systems in product redesign. Appealing as this may sound to scholars 

and practitioners (Peters, 2011; Campbell, 2007) organisations are still reeling from complex 

problems related to people performance, product growth and service improvements thereby 

prompting others to propose a Universal HRM model (Brewster, 1999; Huselid, 1995). Its 

focus is on improving an organisation’s internal operations (Pfeffer, 1995) so as to realise the 

benefits posited by MacCormack, Baldwin and Rusnak (2012). When this has not worked, 

the notion of ‘fit’ or congruence between proposed HRM practices and mechanisms such as 

recruitment, selection, appraisals and so on were used to show the impacts that their 

application could have on businesses (Ichniowski et al., 1997; Huselid et al., 1997). However, 

Moon et al. (2011) highlight that structural, modular ‘fit’ is not enough. Other scholars note 

that managerial ‘core competence’ is also needed to sustain the value of products and services 

(see Simon, 1962; Colfer and Baldwin; 2016). The limitation of management input has led to 

calls to investigate the contribution of other change agents (Bouckenooghe, 2010), their 

objectives (Lenseges et al., 2016) to ascertain whether ‘mirroring’ techniques (McGregor, 

1960) could benefit from some extension.  

 

Attempts for such extension have been noted in Weick’s (1976) notion of complexity which 

recognises the interplay between structures and anticipated product efficiency (Gokpinar et 

al., 2007; Conway, 1968). Other scholars observe that processes involved in product 
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redesigns should be prioritised (MacCormack et al., 2001). Some scholars are analytical 

(MacCormack et al., 2006) whilst others describe the processes involved (Sosa et al., 2007). 

Despite the binary divide, some seminal literatures have observed the way modular aspects of 

a company’s products and services are integrated or decoupled from the organisational 

structures and systems (Orton and Weick, 1990). Ulrich (1995) tried to escape the binary 

categorisation by simply labelling what he found as ‘loose-coupling’. Despite the 

propositions, there appears to be a ‘wickedness’ (Rittel and Weber, 1973) about mirroring 

which highlights that its issues need urgent attention  

 

A crucial issue is to do with the recurrence of complexity problems/challenges during change. 

It is thought that innovation might help in decision-making, choice-availability and 

knowledge-sharing as a way to enhance open innovation and competitive advantage 

(Chesbrough, 2003; MacCormack et al., 2007). Others have proposed aligning modular 

components of a business (for example, communication, appraisals, product design) and 

product sales, performance, customer-satisfaction levels and so on (Sosa et al., 2004). 

Reported cases of misalignment still abound (Gokpinar et al., 2007) thereby disrupting the 

efficient functioning of a product and raising further questions whether its technical and 

technological properties were initially properly ‘mirrored’ to performance. Although there is 

a view that ‘misalignment’ between products, services and outcomes could happen 

(Henderson and Clark, 1990) the way modular and leadership structures are organised ought 

to ‘mirror’ communication, product and other organisation-specific outcomes (Conway, 

1968). Despite the proposed maintenance of stable structures to achieve the intended 

outcomes risks related to knowledge generation and communication exist (Utterback, 1994).  

 

Another issue is to do with mitigating against the risks involved when a new wave of 

knowledge, new products, techniques and processes (Brusoni et al., 2001) and organisational 

designs are being proposed (Nonaka, 1994). However, such efforts are met with ever-more 

complex problems (Simon, 1962) and architectural changes (Baldwin and Clark, 2000). 

Therefore, a different way of coordination of the complex organisational and people 

functions (both ‘old’ and ‘new’) is also required (Galbraith, 1974). Coordination the different 

people-related aspects such as task allocation, employee selection, training and feedback 

loops expose the emerging dynamics between an organisation’s internal and external, 

operating environment (Tushman and Nadler, 1978).  
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Dealing with the risks has not deterred the literature from highlighting that using an 

organisation’s mechanisms and designs might not lead to the achievement of the anticipated 

outcomes whether it adopts a one-way or dual-environmental relationship (Fixson and Park, 

2008) (also see Conway’s 1968 Law). Part of the problem is highlighted in the Law that 

products are interdependent photocopies (Puranam et al., 2012) of the internal organisational 

structures and mechanisms (i.e. coordination, communication, selection and management of 

staff and so on). Part of the explanation for this is that organisational structures (Chandler, 

1977) and contexts differ and different forms of modularity (integration and disintegration) 

and problem-solving capacities abound in a diversity of organisation types and architectural 

designs. The notion of ‘modularity’ is therefore used to highlight the way different aspects of 

an issue are structurally decomposed and resolved (Simon, 1962) although Nickerson and 

Zenger (2004) perceive differently. It is argued that perceiving organisational design issues as 

opportunities could help to render effective and efficient task or service delivery (Thompson, 

1967) once the constituent aspects are efficiently targeted (Alexander, 1964). This is thought 

to enhance knowledge generation (Baldwin and Clark, 2000). Such analysis appears to 

highlight that architectural pairings need technological and technical support if their 

implementation is to be successful (Crawley et al., 2004). However, challenges such as 

hierarchical miscommunication, misaligned coordination of the different aspects might render 

the organisation’s boundaries unclear (Langlois, 2002) thereby leading to ‘misting’ (Furlan et 

al., 2013). The construct is generally defined as when relationships between different 

components within modular structures are ambiguous leading to sub or even non-optimal 

functional efficiency.  

 

The attendant limitations in the earlier construct of ‘mirroring’ has led the author to select 

and discuss another key construct in product and service redesign which is ‘misting’ to see 

what can be contributed. Its proponents explain what might account for this ‘mist’. They 

highlight that it could emanate from within a company’s operations in the way these might be 

‘misaligned’ or ‘loosely-coupled’ to modular architectural pairings (Orton and Weick, 1990). 

The remaining part of the analysis for such mismatch is that a firm’s external operating 

environment could render the relationships between the technical, structural components so 

dynamic that organisations could disintegrate when challenged by innovation (Wolter and 

Veloso, 2008) and a need to share knowledge (Baldwin and Clark, 2000). Although different 

types of changes to the organisational-product-architectural pairings (Baldwin, 2015) 

recommend ‘modularity’ as an approach (MacDuffie, 2013) the full story has not been told. 
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Despite the recognition of a macro, external operating environment which has ushered in the 

open systems perspective of managing turbulence (Scott, 1981) (re)configuring the emerging 

constraints further mystifies whether organisations should adopt mirroring, misting or remain 

as open systems (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967). HRM scholars have proposed ‘High 

Performance Work Practices’ (HPWPs) (Becker and Huselid, 2006) as part of a strategy to 

boost firm performance and output (Kaufman, 2015) and product profitability (Van Wanrooy 

et al., 2013) in line with organisational structure types (Gerhart and Fang, 2014) and 

employee-employer objectives (Marsden and Dickinson, 2010). However, different 

employment types (Jimenez et al., 2017; Goerzen, 2017) and new parings continue to evolve 

(Guest, 2011).  

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Data collection  

The study adopted a survey with the use of appropriate literature. With the assistance of three 

experienced researchers in the study’s area, a twelve-category survey questionnaire was 

initially developed and then pilot tested among twenty top and middle managers and twenty 

SME staff in the four SMEs in two geographic regions in the UK to enhance the study’s 

qualitative nature. The companies operate in Lincolnshire and Nottinghamshire areas, UK. 

Anonymity was waived and guaranteed by all the participants and their organisations. By 

using the results of the pilot, the question categories were subsequently narrowed down to 

ten. All the administered questionnaire categories are compliant with and mirror similar 

issues identified and explored in the literature.  

 

For the purposes of data collection the author conducted an empirical survey in order to 

examine the way the SMEs dealt with their respective challenges especially in relation to how 

staff contributions towards the implementation of the new products and services were 

managed to see what impacts there might be. To further improve the validity and reliability of 

the qualitative materials collected, a cross-section of both management and non-management 

staff were included in the sample and interviewed using the same semi-structured format. 

Additionally, to heighten the data validity and response rates on how the challenges of 

product and service quality were tackled and the emerging impacts faced (Todnem By, 2005), 

it was thought prudent to host and apply a face-to-face survey in the premises of the 

companies instead of making recourse to other methods (e.g. telephone interview or online). 
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Two sets of semi-structured interview rounds were held with a total of eighty-five staff 

between 2004/2005 and 2011(68 initially, 17 afterwards).  

 

Questionnaire Survey and Analysis process 

All the ten questionnaire category types were equally administered to each of the eighty-five 

willing participants. Likewise, all business sections/departments were equally represented by 

carrying out a targeted, purposeful sampling that focused on each of the SMEs’ strategic 

business units (SBUs), again as a conscious effort to increase the study’s qualitative findings.  

The survey population is hereby defined as four SMEs in two major geographic and 

administrative counties in the UK. The survey required a two-step procedure, using local 

company knowledge and expertise: firstly, the identification and secondly, a selection of staff 

and companies which share similar aspects of those that have been challenged to implement 

and deal with the issues emanating from product and service delivery especially in changing 

environments with potential paradoxes (Smith and Lewis, 2011) as reflected in Table 1 

below, which gives us a precis of the contextual data neglected in ‘mirroring’ and ‘misting’ 

studies: 

 

Table 1: Organisations, interviewed roles and respondent numbers 

Organisations  Role categories  Total respondents  

Bakkavor-Laurens 
Patisserie  

Employees 

Managers  

10 employees, 7 managers=17 in 
2004/05 

2 employees, 3 managers=5 in 
2011 

Lagat Employees 

Managers 

10 employees, 7 managers=17 in 
2004/05 

2 employees, 2 managers=4 in 

2011 

 

Longhurst Housing  Employees 

Managers 

10 employees, 7 managers=17 in 
2004/05 

2 employees, 2 managers=4 in 
2011 
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Eden Housing   Employees 

Managers 

10 employees, 7 managers=17 in 
2004/05 

2 employees, 2 managers=4 in 
2011 

 

Each of the participating staff was randomly chosen to heighten the data validity and 

reliability issues and they were all successfully interviewed within the timeframe identified. 

Their responses have been transcribed, checked with each of the participants and these 

provided the bases for the analysis, discussions and drawing of conclusions. Those aspects 

that are not reported here have been used in other appropriate fora.    

 

Interviews took approximately one hour and each session was started with the question ‘what 

types of challenges happened in your company and your department and how did you, other 

colleagues and your company deal with these?’ Each of the participants was informed that 

they could provide further details on their responses to shed further light on the nature of the 

experiences. The nature of the challenges faced were as follows. With an increasing customer 

base, Longhurst Housing Association was being tasked by the UK regulators to a) improve 

the volume and quality of its housing facilities and b) to ascertain whether staff performance 

was in line with the complex challenges and c) modernise their services in line with demands. 

Bakkavor-Laurens Patisserie, which is the largest UK-based cake manufacturer, was acquired 

by the international Bakkavor Group in Iceland. They had to work extra hard to deal with 

challenges associated with a) integrating different ethnicities, b) local supermarkets 

demanding nutrition labelling on cakes and c) boosting their financial returns. They started to 

focus on growth and expansion of product range. From a hundred and fifty disabled people, 

Eden Supported Housing came under pressure from the Care Quality Commission a) to 

provide affordable and quality care, b) from its owners to maximise profits and c) boost 

performance also started expanding its health and social care services to other parts of the 

two counties/geographic regions. Lagat came under pressure to by government to a) publicly 

increase the uptake of educational services b) forced to cut staff numbers as a result of c) 

under funding provide more of their educational and career counselling services to an 

increasing number of college-going students in the face of acute competition from more 

established providers in the market. Each of these types of challenges fitted the theoretical 

descriptions and therefore warranted closer attention (Kjaerbeck, 2017; Sanders et al., 2014).  
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The assistance of three researchers was sought so as to independently review, interpret, 

axially-code and then thematise the data’s findings into respective themes/categories, 

following Alvesson and Skoldberg (2000) and in conformity with qualitative study. The 

results are summarised in Table 2. Three stages were involved. The first is a series of steps 

that describe how each company responded to the strategic challenges. The second is an 

analysis of a series of themes that refer to people’s intended (and the revealed) objectives in 

each of the steps. The third is a combination of the series of individual and organisational 

objectives derived from putting together the two previous descriptive and analytic accounts.  

Empirical data’s results  

The responses of the interviewees highlight the way their organisations emphasised their 

higher-level objectives and mechanisms, structural couplings and procedures similar to 

mirroring techniques. The activities were generally noted by staff to primarily deal with short 

and fixed-term organisational gains (for example, increasing performance, product or service 

quality and maximising of profits dependent per organisation). Staff started to work round the 

organisational structures and techniques in the following ways. Firstly, they showed another 

way of dealing with the systems-wide problems, secondly, they started to identify which of 

their colleagues they could work more effectively with and thirdly, they started to develop 

sub-cultural orientations and cliques.  

 

The details of the study’s results appeared to have come out of the bolt both in terms of what 

was found and its contribution – although misting, mirroring and organisation theory appear 

to indicate that might not be radical. A number of issues have been highlighted below to 

show what was found from the interviews. The staff responses generally indicated their lack 

of trust in their senior managers’ capability and competence in measuring up to the scale of 

and delivering the change required. Managers started to show that they particularly depended 

on using staff’s characteristics as if these belonged to management or the companies. In 

essence, staff were being viewed and their treatment suggested they were considered 

company properties (see mirroring theory). Other aspects of the data revealed the way 

managers began monitoring, evaluating and appraising staff performance in ways that staff 

felt became more intensified rather than engaging in any form of product or service 

development – as highlighted in mirroring and structuration theory. Those staff whose 

performance levels did not mirror the scale of the challenges faced were subjected to 
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disciplinary regimes, thereby highlighting a departure from principles of mirroring theory and 

a breakdown of the structural flow within structuration theory.  

 

Responses provided hereafter showed what was contributed by management and non-

management to products and service changes and the impacts of the activities on people, 

product, services and cultural processes. In 2011 a Bakkavor staff member said ‘we… start 

taking disciplinary action on employees who don’t want to change; these are minimum wage 

jobs and we are being asked too much’. Clearly this staff member failed to see why pressure 

was being applied on them by management. A manager at Eden stated the following in 

2004/05 ‘there is a lot of work on disciplinary issues…’ Although the same individual also 

highlighted the concurrent use of ‘staff training and support’ staff interviewed did not share 

the same optimistic opinion. In 2011 at Longhurst, a top member of management cadre stated 

the need for staff to be ‘very disciplined’ and the importance of ‘having the plan’ (i.e. to 

discipline staff) ‘and revisit it…’ Although it was evident from notice-board posters and 

announcements that fora such as ‘focus groups’ were being encouraged by management as 

‘seeds to germinate’ the time required for this was considered not to be in management’s 

favour. A similar situation at Lagat necessitated one business unit manager to highlight in 

2004/05 the need for ‘regular communication and operations meetings’ once they have 

collectively recognised the urgent demands ‘to rectify communication blockage…’ In 2011, 

one senior management team member noted the way they were having to carry out dual 

responsibilities in that company as ‘Internal Verifiers for various courses and…employers.’ 

Lagat and Bakkarvor appeared to have an appetite for disciplining staff considered as 

wayward as they way of tackling the challenges. 

 

The changes took time whilst customers’ complaints on the nature of the products and 

services received grew in their intensity. The constant reminders via management 

supervisions and notice boards for staff to increase their contributions and quality of their 

performance did not help an already pressurised environment. The ‘breakdown of 

communication’ re-echoed at Longhurst typified the extent to which interactions between 

hierarchical structures had degenerated to. This further impacted on staff morale and 

heightened their frustration, anxiety and stress levels as they perceived that their 

contributions did not matter in managers’ perception. Counter-measures were shown in staff 

who started sub-cultural channels of information sharing and dissemination to counteract the 

actions of their seniors. One of the middle managers at Lagat stated in 2011 that they started 
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to impose tasks and additional responsibilities on other staff with limited support of where 

they could access the necessary resources. As a result staff started to identify work they could 

show what they could contribute as a Bakkavor staff member said in 2004/05 they wanted 

more ‘responsibility’ in the ‘higher roles’. They yearned to be ‘more collaborative’ as their 

treatment highlighted management mis-demeanours, which they tried to deal with by 

‘dipping into other people’s roles’ at Longhurst thereby going ‘beyond their job 

descriptions’. 

 

ANALYSIS and CONTRIBUTION 

The techniques used by management appear to highlight that the SMEs had to innovate their 

products and services, often by adopting ‘mirroring’ so as to fit their products with their 

governance structures. This is similar to the recommendations by Simon (1962) and 

MacCormack, Baldwin and Rusnak (2012). The downside of this structural or technical view 

is that complex organisational problems related to change highlight that not all contexts are 

the same (Chandler, 1977). In adopting such a strategy, organisations only end up producing 

photo-types of ‘product design organisations’ (Colfer and Baldwin, 2016) or if one wills 

prototypes of an organisation’s identity despite different cultural orientations (Hofstede, 

2001). It is also assumed that management plays a role in ‘mirroring’ the organisation’s 

objectives (for example, HRM practices of selection, reward and remuneration and staff 

discipline procedures) even if the ‘techniques’ used are ‘narrowly’ applied (Porter and 

Kramer, 2011) and do not fit according to stakeholders’ perspectives.  

 

To see what contribution mirroring techniques have had on emerging architectural pairings 

and their limitations, a couple of examples have been selected from research. Porter and 

Kramer identified how Intel and IBM identified ways that were envisaged to help develop 

digital capabilities to make some savings on energy utilisation. Wells Fargo also developed a 

stream of mechanisms and products that were geared at helping their customers to manage a 

range of difficulties associated with debt and credit. Water-health International harnessed the 

use of innovative techniques for the purification and distribution of clean water to help the 

rural and deprived communities in Ghana, the Philippines and India. A distribution system 

was devised by Hindustan Unilever to help poor female entrepreneurs in rural parts of India. 

These activities were thought to have received a boost once health and safety and wellbeing 

training and development schemes were introduced.  
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A couple of things are worth noting in relation to the paper’s theoretical frame. Firstly, while 

each highlights what a group of people or organisations chose to do to deal with similar 

challenges, the required changes were implemented by people at the individual or lower-

level. What this shows is that the required and anticipated innovations needed a drastic 

change in people’s perspective and behaviour despite the emphasis on what management 

ought to do. This entailed some level of people ‘mirroring’ their current objectives and 

behaviours in line with future behaviours and activities. However, for the new product or 

service to succeed as a social reality (Berger and Luckmann, 1967), individuals were 

expected to be loosely coupled or ‘misted’ with their ‘old’ organisational architectures 

(Furlan et al., 2014). Secondly, the examples highlight that organisations are in a state of 

limbo as to whether they should use ‘mirroring’ or ‘misting’ techniques when they attempt to 

innovate their products, services and introduce change practices. ‘Misting’ might not be 

optimal for members especially when structural uncertainty prolongs thereby producing sub-

optimal performance, sub-standard efficiency and additional ambiguity in organisational 

forms, role types, structures and cultures. This implies that the positive developments that 

were proposed in Simon’s (1962), Conway’s (1968) and Colfer and Baldwin’s (2016), 

‘mirroring hypothesis’ were an illusion for the four SMEs that already lacked the requisite 

resources to do so (Steinerowska‐Streb and Steiner, 2014). There appeared to be a blurring 

between what the types of activities the SMEs were trying to implement using mirroring 

techniques and what the staff thought should be given priority in unstable environments.  

 

However, the classical ‘mirroring’ concept (i.e. as part of organisational theory) was not 

originally designed by its theoretical architects such as MacCormack, Baldwin and Rusnak 

(2012) to help people realise their individual preferences and capacities. It was designed to 

help organisations deal with the myriad of complex and unstable problems that had the 

potential of rendering them obsolete (i.e. ‘wicked problem’ – see Rittel and Weber, 1973). In 

this way, it goes against the founding basis of facilitating innovation and acquiring 

knowledge, i.e. identifying an activity to be performed (via product or service improvement) 

as a resource via which they may choose to ‘mirror’ theirs and the organisation’s objective 

(see Baldwin and Clark, 2000).  If this happens, some ‘misting’ of what the organisation had 

intended to achieve becomes sub-optimal to what the individual members wish to realise as 

their objective. The ‘mirroring’ concept was not designed to and therefore does not support 

individuals who could develop their capacities by ‘misting’ their organisation’s objectives in 

environments that call for contingent behaviours in order to adapt. The concept of 
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‘Contingent Misting’ was developed when a critique of mirroring techniques was found to 

have fallen short of reflecting SME members’ objectives in the here and now (i.e. 

contingently) in order to project their objectives with those of their organisations (i.e. 

misting) to resolve the environmental challenges. One of the constructs’ key characteristics is 

competence which recognises its inclusion onto ‘mirroring’ and ‘misting’ at the lower level 

of individuals. It also shows how people in SMEs a) develop a capacity to choose any 

number of personal objective(s) as they become contextually-savvy in b) identifying what 

resources are available to them and their organisation as they engage with c) their 

organisations’ mechanisms.  

 

Alternatively put, when one applies the ‘mirroring’ concept, they do so at the risk of not 

allowing individuals to identify resources needed when one uses the structural aspects of 

mirroring. ‘Contingent misting’ highlights that it is no longer at the behest of organisations to 

determine and prioritise the activities that ought to be ‘photocopied’ onto products and 

services to achieve objectives. Although ‘misting’ recognises individual change actors with 

some level of responsibility (Bouckenooghe, 2010) accorded via some loose-coupling (Furlan 

et al., 2014) it does not specifically highlight individual competence. What organisational 

theory in general and strategic change in particular require is something rather special to add 

to MacCormack, Baldwin and Rusnak’s (2012) work therefore: a concept that highlights 

what SMEs have been missing in their ‘organisations’ products design’ as well as the 

personal objectives of its members when they both attempt to resolve complex problems. 

‘Contingent Misting’ recognises the need to include people and their objectives as part of an 

organisation’s resources when ‘mirroring’ is used to resolve product and service-problem-

related issues and what individual and organisational characteristics are required for high 

quality outcomes. The construct was derived from a critical exploration of the ‘mirroring’ 

concept that was morphed into the ‘misting’ concept, having critically identified the 

limitations of the former’s elements in resolving SMEs’ challenges. The process undertaken 

is similar to the scientific approach, i.e. help initiate observations of phenomena in which 

people and organisations’ objectives and resources are observable and their linkages critiqued 

and compared with the purpose of developing knowledge.  

 

Given that applying the aspects of the ‘mirroring’ concept only leads to knowledge that an 

organisation may use for its own strategic objective in the tradition of Baldwin and Clark 

(2000) and therefore does not support a process via which individuals have the space and 
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time to identify their objectives, mechanisms and capabilities, it is imperative for one to begin 

searching somewhere different for a new set of ideas to develop individual 

capacity/competence. Something similar has been attempted as a source of inspiration 

(Mendy, 2017).  

Process of developing ‘Contingent Misting’ 

To help highlight the paper’s theoretical contribution and help deepen our understanding of 

how to deal with similar systems’ wide problems, it was found helpful to organise the study’s 

results by showing the process involved. In Table 2 an interpretation of each of the steps 

involved is tabularised in the form of six distinct themes from the qualitative interviews: 1) 

new organisational structures 2) setting up innovative, aligned organisational practices, 3) 

monitoring and evaluating job performance, 4) building collegial, strategic partnerships, 5) 

designing new tasks and responsibilities and 6) identifying competence as a contingent 

strategic capacity. The last category (theme 6) is especially crucial for this study. It identifies 

and highlights a key resource that management were missing at they tried to ‘mirror’ their 

product and service designs to performance outcomes. What employees seemed capable of 

doing was initiating the development of intentions as a vital ingredient to add to ‘mirroring’ 

and ‘misting’ theories’ emphasis on management and organisational structures. The activities 

involved were found to be short of what SMEs (at the higher level) and individuals (at the 

lower level) needed to survive their challenges. What staff chose to focus on as their personal 

observations on various problem-solving capabilities were included in developing 

‘Contingent Misting’ as an attempt to acquire knowledge via the application of the 

‘mirroring’ techniques risked repeating the limitations noted from previous studies. 

 

The paper’s contribution highlighted individuals’ and SMEs’ characteristics/aspects and areas 

they chose to focus on in turning their organisations’ structures, techniques and procedures 

when these have been identified as failing to address the objectives required in the new 

ventures. People turned the negative aspects of their managers’ actions as they attempted 

macro-organisation-wide strategies to resolve the systemic challenges into their own 

development ventures. The staff were not afraid to try new things out having noted the failure 

of their management to effectively and efficiently apply the mirroring techniques. They tried 

their actions, activities and intentions as a set of new organisation-wide alternatives to help 

resolve complex systems plights. 
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Table 2. Summary of Study’s Results & 6 interpretive themes  

Data’s 6 steps  Organisational and 
Members’ Aspects  

6 themes  

1 All 4 organisations realised 
they had to adapt to complex 
challenges. Managers started 
initiating job segmentation 
and new objectives. 

Emergence of new 
organisational structures 

  

2 New discipline and 
grievance procedures are 
introduced. 

Establishing new 
organisational practices to 
align people to jobs  

 

3 New organisational 
mechanisms included 
evaluation and job 
monitoring and performance 
evaluation.  

Monitoring and evaluating 
staff’s job performance  

4 Staff started partnering with 
others across job sites and 
teams. Company bosses 
intensified monitoring 
techniques. 

Building collegial 
partnerships  

5 Staff went underground and 
independently started to 
design jobs/tasks 
unbeknown to their bosses.  

Staff design new tasks  

6 Staff became more 
competent in the new task 
dispensation to deal with the 
emerging contingencies.   

Staff competence is 
enhanced as a strategic, 
adaptation capacity 

 

The results of the analysis are an addition to ‘mirroring’, ‘misting’ and organisational theory 

although it should be pointed out that the data might be open to other potential 

interpretations. It is possible to discover new structures, new mechanisms, new procedures, 

new objectives and evaluation techniques that might be applied. What the results show are 

the different characteristics staff and managers individually and collectively developed to 

cope with the pressures brought about from applying the mirroring technique recommended 

by MacCormack, Baldwin and Rusnak (2012) and their colleagues. SME staff identified and 
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attempted to implement the required adaptations given the contextual constraints. The results 

of the study are therefore relevant to the seminal works of Simon (1962), Thompson (1967), 

Conway (1968), Porter and Kramer (2011) and to the research question.  

 

However, applying ‘mirroring’ techniques to the four SMEs’ values, systems, monitoring and 

evaluation practices were found not to have delivered the tasks effectively and efficiently 

(Conway’s Law, 1968) or to have enhanced value creation according to Porter and Kramer. 

However, the strategic architectural pairings envisaged from ‘mirroring’ were found to be 

limiting (based on the empirical findings) therefore leading one to ascertain that its 

fundamentals could benefit from some contribution. If one wills, something new is required 

especially given that mechanisms, structures and procedures were not addressing the 

contingent problems faced by the four SMEs whose robustness and agility to adapt were 

called to question having applied the mirroring techniques recommended by Baldwin and 

Clark, 2000). Furlan et al.’s (2014) ‘misting’ of organisational structures was found to fall 

short of recommending contingency (re)adaptation as the paper’s theoretical contribution has 

highlighted. ‘Contingent Misting’ highlights members’ good intentions (Mendy, 2017) as 

well as an appreciation of SMEs’ context, their members’ cultural orientations, personal 

preferences and the extent to which they wish to be loosely or tightly coupled with their 

firms. This paper’s contribution was developed from six steps that seem equivalent to a 

systematic process.  

 

The new construct looks credible. To verify this, the author compares it with others from the 

literature (Table 3). Given the existence of previous others (Kjaerbeck, 2017) the author has 

selected two seminal works in line with the emerging debates and discussions on mirroring 

and misting. The first is Kotter’s (2008) 8-stept model. It has been argued to help 

organisations implement new structures, partnerships, evaluation and communication 

procedures which might help in achieving the objectives of the mirroring techniques 

(MacDuffie, 2013; Baldwin and Clark, 2000). The comparison attempted here should help 

identify what the approach of developing competence adds and therefore what Kotter’s 

approach appears to be missing. Lewin (1947) also missed such an opportunity earlier. What 

is analysed as missing is the process via which quality enhancement is created, i.e. the 

comparison of the linkages between individual and organisational preferences. 
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Such testing has not been built into Kotter’s work or even Conway’s (1968) Law or event in 

MacCormack, Baldwin and Rusnak’s (2012) and hence provides us with an answer to what 

type of new architectural pairing(s) is/are required: the new construct does not disallow staff 

to modify aspects of old organisational structures as they adapt tasks to fit into emerging 

architectures and new ways of interacting. The second major piece of work to compare the 

author’s theoretical contribution is taken from Porter and Kramer (2011). Given their failure 

to recognise the need for developing an alternative theoretical contribution, it is safe to 

ascertain from Crane et al. (2014) that one is sorely needed. It is intended to help realise 

social purposes by recognising organisational mechanisms, procedures, techniques and 

opportunities for the original parent companies. What is missing is a way of identifying 

quality enhancement. The earlier examples seem to highlight that as long as parent 

organisations achieve financial profitability, all manners of mirroring techniques are 

justifiable. This suggests that the construct that highlights staff’s competence is to be 

preferred over the two constructs included in the table hereunder: it includes a process of 

quality enhancement whereas the others (including Baldwin and Clark’s (2000) and Colfer 

and Baldwin (2016) do not.  

 

Table 3. Comparison of Kotter’s, Porter and Kramer’s Model and Contingent Misting  

Step
s 

Kotter’s 8 Steps  Porter and Kramer’s 
SV 

Contingent Misting 

1 Create a sense of urgency 
- remove current 
constraints  

Recognise untapped 
human potential 

Identify structures and 
activities via which 
competence is developed 

2 Build a coalition – 
experiment with 
individuals to guide new 
values  

Support the 
development of 
organisational structures  

Identify structural and 
processual linkages 
between personal and 
organisational preferences  

3 Form a strategic vision 
with new initiatives  

Identify a strong 
leadership team to guide 
vision 

. 

4 Enlist a volunteer army    

5 Enable action by 
removing additional 
constraints  

 Compare linkages to 
establish which has the 
highest quality, i.e. is most 
effective in increasing 
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DISCUSSIONS  

In the previous section, the theoretical contribution of ‘Contingent Misting’ has been 

presented and compared against other models and theories. This section highlights additional 

contributions of ‘Contingent Misting’ which are in relation to its quality and practical 

application. Previous studies such as Simon’s (1962) and MacDuffie’s (2013) have either 

identified ‘mirroring’ as a technique or some law (Conway, 1968) that might help effectively 

map an organisation’s structures to new product designs (Gokpinar et al., 2007)  but not in 

terms of their implementation. Given this obvious gap, it was found necessary to include a 

process that checks the comparability of the linkages between previous constructs and the one 

being proposed to determine quality. Previous calls to do so (see Lewin, 1947; Kotter, 2008) 

have not produced what has been done in Table 3 – i.e. the various aspects and stages of 

‘Contingent Misting’. 

 

In order to determine its usefulness, organisations need to distinguish strategic business units 

(SBUs) that could benefit from some form of staff development given the nature of their 

higher-level challenges (see earlier selected examples especially the Wells Fargo one). The 

fact that customers were using its products to enhance their capacity to manage finance 

signalled that Wells Fargo’s staff had fewer customer complaints to deal with. This then 

called for the need for individuals (including management) and their company to focus their 

efforts in developing initiatives for innovative products and services as recommended by 

expertise. 

6 Generate short-term wins   Compare linkages between 
the preferences and the 
mechanisms to identify 
linkages with higher 
quality 

7 Sustain acceleration   Identify most efficient and 
effective processes in 
developing and 
accelerating competence 

8 Institute change – stabilise 
change by making 
organisational initiatives 
stick 

Initiate procedures for 
new production 
processes  

Repeat the previous steps 
to increase members’ and 
organisations’ coping 
capacity 
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MacCormack, Baldwin and Rusnak (2012). The six steps shown in Table 3 highlight a 

theoretical contribution and a way of identifying the types of organisational activities that 

staff could optimally mirror if they are to effectively and efficiently deal with the complex 

problems that MacCormack, Baldwin and Rusnak (2012) identified but could not effectively 

resolve. Previous studies by Simon (1962) and his followers also did not recognise the 

temporality or contingency of time and space or the importance that personal preferences can 

play when organisations try to mirror their objectives onto current or future products and 

services. ‘Contingent Misting’ contributes in this direction (see stages 2, 6 and 8).  

 

The theoretical contribution also shows how companies can use it as an additional strategic 

tool (i.e. in addition to ‘mirroring’ and ‘misting’) but to do so recognising its contingent 

nature. Additionally, the six steps that led to producing the construct of ‘Contingent Misting’ 

should be viewed as developing some knowledge of linking individual and organisational 

preferences in a number of activities that previous studies on the topic have missed to focus 

on – i.e. how to develop staff capacity to deal with complex issues as identified.  The 

outcome recognises not only the structures and activities needed in organisational products 

designs/architectures (see Puranam et al., 2012) but also a company’s and individuals’ values, 

its image and identity. Earlier attempts by Hofstede (2001) failed to recognise the 

contribution and impact that individual and organisational culture could have on products and 

service redesign. ‘Contingent Misting’ recognises that a company’s culture (i.e. those 

projected by its management) can impact and be impacted upon by individuals’ values 

especially when challenged by the urgent need to change. This entailed observing which 

activities need to be selected based on levels of priority and effectiveness (Gokpinar et al., 

2007). The extent to which these could be matched to organisational values and more 

importantly to harness people’s contributions (i.e. via what contingencies) has not been 

featured in the seminal pieces by Simon (1962) and those thereafter.  

 

‘Contingent Misting’ contributes special characteristics to previous attempts by Kotter (2008) 

and Lewin (1947) but latterly by MacDuffie’s (2013), Crane et al.’s (2014) and Colfer and 

Baldwin’s (2016) in terms of efficiency-enhancement techniques. Although such techniques, 

it is claimed, were part of the original intentions of Simon (1962), Thomson (1967) and 

Conway (1968) in ‘mirroring’, critically examining the literature, the research examples and 

the qualitative, empirical data highlight that mirroring techniques could benefit from a 

construct that serves both as a theoretical contribution and a way to help identify the 
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characteristics, the activities, the values and the personal objectives and intentions that people 

and organisations bring to product and service redesigns. Simply focusing on developing 

technical expertise is not enough to realise higher-level strategic objectives. A theoretical 

construct that helps to identify individuals’ ability to adapt competently is crucial in dealing 

with organisation-wide complex challenges as identified and discussed in the case study. 

 

CONCLUSION and FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTION 

This paper received its inspiration from a number of sources, including the seminal work of 

Simon (1962) and those subsequently (see Colfer and Baldwin, 2016). Polarising as the 

debates on architectural pairings and organisational and product/service design are (see Porter 

and Kramer, 2011), they provided the basis for the study’s research question to see whether 

there is a theoretical contribution to fill the strategy literature gap on mirroring. This led to an 

analysis of the various aspects of key constructs such as ‘mirroring’ and ‘misting’ as a 

management techniques for implementing strategic change. It was found that the 

recommended ‘mirroring’ and ‘misting’ techniques and strategies received limited attention 

in SME studies. Such neglect has highlighted the complexity of the problems faced by a 

range of companies thereby warranting scholars like Furlan et al., (2014) to propose 

organisationally loosely coupled structures so as to develop a more effective way of dealing 

with adaptation structures and systems. However, this recent perspective seems to suggest 

that only business organisations have the solutions to strategy problems but this study has 

found a new theoretical construct referred to as ‘Contingent Misting’. The research question 

has therefore been answered.  

 

Whilst ‘mirroring’ enthusiasts seek a tight coupling between organisational structures and 

products and services, ‘misting’ scholars claim the opposite. In attempts to demystify whether 

companies should adopt one or the other’s techniques and thereby become more effective, the 

paper set out to demystify the apparent ambiguity between the two major constructs. It did so 

by analysing what each of the propositions had to offer and using empirical data from semi-

structured interviewees. This was needed to clarify what each proposal was recommending 

organisations to do, secondly whether the good intentions in both techniques was achievable 

and more importantly, whether a new construct could emerge. The analysis found that 

different types of organisational activities and structures are necessary to be able to 

implement the recommendations from both techniques. The results of the empirical data 
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found that SMEs need to adopt a more contingent approach should they wish to implement 

‘mirroring’ or ‘misting’ techniques especially when they are challenged to (re)adapt their 

products and services to a range of external demands. At the same time, companies should 

also allow some space and time for staff to make their preferences felt within the new 

structures, processes and systems. This led to the development of the ‘Contingent Misting’ 

construct whose characteristic are considered necessary to help companies identify which 

activities, structures and processes are needed in order to achieve greater efficacy and 

efficiency when they launch new products and services. The new construct highlights the 

pivotal role people play in developing the required coping capacity.   

 

The paper’s theoretical contribution was analytically compared to other, previous attempts 

and its benefits highlights its timely introduction in the literature (Kotter, 2008; Lewin, 1947; 

Thompson (1967); Simon, 1962; MacDuffie, 2013). Its basis is developed from the reactions 

of staff to four organisations that were faced with life-threatening, complex challenges in the 

here and now. The results show the need for Business and HRM strategists to develop 

people’s competence if they wish to save their companies from similar life-threatening 

adaptation challenges. It is noted that those implementing ‘Contingent Misting’ should pay 

close attention to people, activities, structures as well as intentions/objectives and checking 

for their linkages to ensure that high quality outcomes are achievable. One of the new 

construct’s special attribute and something that Strategic Change in particular needs to 

include within the ‘mirroring’ and ‘misting’ debates and discussions triggered by and Orton 

and Weick (1990), Brusoni et al., (2001), MacCormack, Baldwin and Rusnak (2012) is what 

people have identified as important life-saving activities and preferences. People’s 

expectations and objectives and activities that reflect these should be added to standard, 

management ‘mirroring’ techniques so as to increase their possibility of achieving the type of 

successful ‘organisation design products’ envisaged earlier by Conway (1968). These aspects 

have been crucially lacking in the classical works of Simon (1962) and colleagues. Therefore 

people and preferences are proposed as new, additional characteristics within organisations’ 

architectural, structural and product pairings. The extent to which these shape strategic 

change design and implementation processes provide a signal for future research directions.  
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