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ABSTRACT

Organizational routines are central to understanding how work is accomplished and
transformed in contemporary organizations. This cumulative dissertation, situated in the field
of organization theory and grounded in routine dynamics research, explores how agility unfolds
through the enactment of routines. Across four dissertation papers, it advances a processual
understanding of how organizational phenomena evolve through the enactment of agile
routines.

The first paper conceptualizes agility as an emergent property of repeated routine
performance. Drawing on routine dynamics, it theorizes how frequency and variation in agile
routines generate adaptability over time, showing that becoming agile is a process rather than
a state. The second paper extends this perspective to the educational context. Based on
qualitative case data from agile learning routines, it identifies mechanisms of expansion and
contraction that shape learning paths, demonstrating how agility in education is enacted
through those recursive dynamics. The third paper connects routine dynamics with Strategy-
as-Practice research. It theorizes how mundane routines acquire strategic significance through
“strategic connection work” — revealing strategizing as a distributed and emergent process. The
fourth paper introduces the notion of truce dynamics to explain how tensions are articulated,
contested, and absorbed within the everyday organizing of an agile team, and how truces are
negotiated in a spiral process.

Taken together, this dissertation contributes to organizational theory in four ways: (1)
by further explaining agility through a routine dynamics lens; (2) by advancing a strong process
ontology in organization studies that captures how stability and change co-emerge in situated
action; (3) by connecting routines performances across enactments, and (4) by linking micro-
level routine performances to macro-level organizational outcomes to show how local, situated

actions collectively produce organizational phenomena.
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SYNOPSIS

INTRODUCTION

This cumulative dissertation is situated within the field of organization theory and
explores organizational routines as the central locus through which work is accomplished,
stability is maintained, and change emerges. Building on the extensive field of routine research
(Cyert & March, 1963; March & Simon, 1958; Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Feldman et al.,
2016; Feldman et al., 2021), the dissertation draws on the routine dynamics perspective that
conceptualizes routines as generative systems that simultaneously produce stability and change
through ongoing performance (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). Routine dynamics theory is further
rooted in a strong process ontology (Hernes, 2014; Langley & Tsoukas, 2016; Tsoukas & Chia,
2002), thereby emphasizing the role of actions in the continuous formation and evolution of
paths (Feldman & Pentland, 2003).

From this lens, organizational agility emerges from situated action and interdependent
routine performances, through which organizational phenomena such as learning, strategizing,
and truces are enacted (Danner-Schroder & Geiger, 2016; Ritter et al., 2021; Ritter et al., 2024;
Mabhringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025). Organizational agility is commonly understood as an
organization’s ability to respond effectively and flexibly to changing environmental conditions
(e.g., Teece, 2007; Dybd & Dingseyr, 2008; Harraf et al., 2015). Prior research has
predominantly conceptualized agility as a capability or structural property that enables
organizations to adapt, reconfigure resources, and remain competitive under conditions of
uncertainty (Teece, 2007; Harraf et al., 2015). At the same time, a growing body of research
has begun to adopt a processual view on organizational agility, examining how adaptability
may emerge through routines and ongoing organizational activities (Donmez et al., 2016; Goh
& Pentland, 2019; Renzl et al., 2021; Ritter et al., 2021; Sailer et al., 2024; Mahringer &

Danner-Schroder, 2025).



However, despite these advances, existing research provides only limited insight into
how agility is accomplished through the ongoing enactment of routines. While prior studies
have begun to explore the relationship between agility and routines, the micro-processes
through which adaptive responses emerge from repeated performances, as well as how related
organizational phenomena result from this, remain less well understood.

This dissertation addresses this gap by adopting a routine dynamics perspective and
conceptualizing agility as an emergent accomplishment that unfolds through the situated
enactment and variation of routines over time. More broadly, the shift toward a process
ontology has created new avenues for examining not only agility itself, but also related
processual phenomena in agile forms of organizing. Building on this development, this
dissertation investigates how agility unfolds through routine enactment, focusing on how
organizational phenomena such as learning, strategizing, and truces are enacted in everyday
organizing.

Against this backdrop, this dissertation does not pursue one overarching research
question but rather a broader research interest in understanding how agility and related
organizational phenomena unfold through the enactment of routines. The four dissertation
papers contribute to this agenda from complementary theoretical and empirical perspectives.
The first paper develops a theoretical model of how organizational agility emerges from the
repeated performance of agile routines. It identifies two core mechanisms, frequency and
variation that jointly explain how they accumulate to generate adaptability.

The second paper extends this theorizing to the educational context. Based on a case
study of university courses applying Scrum, it conceptualizes learning as the enactment of
evolving learning paths shaped by expansion and contraction mechanisms. The study
demonstrates that agile learning is not a static method but a recursive process of exploration

and reflection.



The third paper bridges routine dynamics and Strategy-as-Practice research. It
theorizes how operational routines can become strategically consequential through “strategic
connection work™ — the creation of links among actors, actions, and ideas. The study highlights
how strategizing unfolds as an emergent property of everyday organizing.

The fourth paper examines how tacit settlements underlying organizational routines
are continuously unsettled and re-stabilized in everyday interaction. Drawing on a longitudinal
case study, it identifies three interactional mechanisms — articulating, contesting, and absorbing
— through which tensions are processed into revised patterns of action. The study shows that
truce dynamics unfold as a spiral process, enabling coordination to persist through the ongoing
reorganization of tension.

Collectively, these four dissertation papers advance organizational research in three
central ways. First, they conceptualize agility and related processual and organizational
phenomena, such as learning, strategizing, and truces, as emergent accomplishments of routine
enactment. Second, they contribute to the further development of routine dynamics theory by
elaborating how frequency, variation, paths, connections, and truces generate both stability and
change. Third, they offer empirically grounded insights into how organizations sustain
adaptability and coherence under conditions of uncertainty or tension.

The dissertation thus positions organizational routines as a unifying analytical lens for
understanding how organizations enact agility through everyday practices. By adopting a
process ontology, this dissertation adds to the understanding of the role of actions in the

continuous formation and evolution of paths in agile routines (Feldman & Pentland, 2003).



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Organizational routines are a central concept in organization theory and are commonly
understood as recurring patterns of interdependent actions through which organizational work
is accomplished (March & Simon, 1958; Cyert & March, 1963; Nelson & Winter, 1982;
Feldman & Pentland, 2003). Early research conceptualized routines as relatively stable
structures that ensure reliability and efficiency by reducing the need for constant decision-
making (Cyert & March, 1963; Nelson & Winter, 1982).

This understanding has been fundamentally revised by the practice-based perspective
on routines. Routine dynamics research conceptualizes routines as ongoing accomplishments
that are continuously enacted and potentially transformed in practice (Feldman, 2000; Feldman
& Pentland, 2003; Feldman et al., 2021). From this perspective, stability is not an inherent
property of routines but an effect of their repeated performance, while variation in action
enables change. Organizational outcomes thus emerge through the situated enactment of
routines rather than through formal structures alone (Pentland & Feldman, 2008).

A central concept in this perspective is the relationship between performing and
patterning. Performing refers to the situated enactment of actions by specific actors in specific
moments (Pentland & Feldman, 2008). Patterning captures how such performances form
recognizable sequences while remaining open to modification over time (Danner-Schroder &
Geiger, 2016; Feldman et al., 2016; Pentland et al., 2020). Through this recursive relationship,
routines have been conceptualized as endogenous sources of both stability and change.

Building on this processual understanding, routine dynamics research has increasingly
been mobilized to study related domains. In the context of organizational agility, prior research
has begun to explore how adaptive responses are enacted in and through routines (Dybd &
Dingseyr, 2008; Donmez et al., 2016; Goh & Pentland, 2019; Renzl et al., 2021; Ritter et al.,
2021; Ritter et al., 2024; Sailer et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025; Mahringer

et al., 2025). In parallel, research on paths has highlighted how routines can be understood as
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multiple, evolving paths of action, emphasizing how the space of possible paths is expanded,
shifted or contracted over time (Goh & Pentland, 2019; Pentland et al., 2020).

Related work has also drawn attention to learning as an ongoing, practice-based
phenomenon that unfolds through iterative action and reflection rather than as a discrete
outcome (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Krehbiel et al., 2017). Similarly, Strategy-as-Practice
research has emphasized how strategy emerges from everyday activities and interactions, rather
than from formal planning processes (Whittington, 2006; Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Seidl et al.,
2021). Finally, studies on routines as truces highlight how ongoing tensions and conflicts can
be temporarily stabilized through repeated patterns of action without being fully resolved
(Nelson & Winter, 1982; Kaplan, 2015; D’ Adderio & Safavi, 2021).

Taken together, this body of research points to the importance of understanding
organizational phenomena as emerging from ongoing processes of action (Langley & Tsoukas,
2016). However, despite these advances, we still know relatively little about how such
phenomena unfold through the detailed enactment of routines in practice.

In line with this research stream, this dissertation adopts a strong process ontology as
well as a routine dynamics perspective to examine how different organizational phenomena
become observable in and through routine enactment. It addresses the following research
ambitions: (1) how agility emerges through the frequent and variable performance of agile
routines, (2) how learning paths are created and recreated, (3) how mundane operational
routines become strategically consequential over time, and (4) how tacit settlements underlying

routines are repeatedly unsettled and re-stabilized in everyday organizing.



RESEARCH SETTINGS

To address the guiding research questions of this dissertation and to build theory from
empirical data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), a qualitative and explorative research design was
applied (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2014). Following a theory-based sampling logic (Patton, 1990),
two empirical contexts were selected that display frequent and iterative routine performance.
Both contexts are characterized by high temporal density and coordination demands —
conditions that make them particularly suited to study how agile routines are enacted in practice.

The first empirical context focuses on agile learning routines in higher education. The
study was conducted over two consecutive semesters in three project-based courses at a
European business and engineering school. Each course was organized according to the Scrum
framework, allowing students to plan, review, and reflect on their work in two-week sprints.
Student teams of five to seven members assumed rotating agile roles — such as product owner,
scrum master, and team member — and collaboratively developed digital prototypes. These
iterative learning cycles provided an ideal context for examining how routines evolve through
repetition, and how learning paths are (re-) created through recursive cycles of feedback and
adaptation.

The second empirical context centers on a global software development company
specializing in enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems. The organization employs more
than 2,000 people across 65 locations worldwide and has restructured its entire research and
development division around agile organizational principles. The company’s transformation
relies on the implementation of the Scrum framework (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020), which
structures work into short, iterative sprints that deliver incremental progress while maintaining
flexibility in response to change.

Together, these two contexts — an educational agile learning environment and a large-
scale agile organization — offer complementary insights into how agility is enacted through

routines. While the educational setting illuminates how agility is iteratively shaped, the
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organizational context reveals how strategic and operational processes as well as tensions
become intertwined through everyday routine performances. Studying both contexts
comparatively thus enables a deeper understanding of how routine dynamics generate

continuity and strategic relevance across different domains of organizing.



METHODS

My overall research interest called for a qualitative case study design (Eisenhardt,
1989; Yin, 2014). This methodological orientation was particularly suited to examining how
routines are enacted and adapted in practice.

Data collection

The first study examined agile learning routines in higher education over two
consecutive semesters. I engaged in participant observation in three project-based courses
applying the Scrum framework, attending weekly sprint meetings, planning sessions, and
retrospectives. In total, the data included 598.45 hours of observation, 146 semi-structured
interviews with students (320 transcribed pages), and a large set of digital and documentary
materials such as online boards, sprint backlogs, and reflective reports (approximately 350
pages).

The second and third studies were conducted at AERO (a pseudonym), a global
software development organization specializing in enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems.
Within AERO’s research and development division, I conducted a year-long qualitative case
study across several agile teams and management units. Over twelve months, 370 hours of non-
participant observation were accumulated, yielding approximately 300 pages of detailed field
notes. Complementary to this, 35 semi-structured interviews were conducted with actors across
the operational and managerial levels — including scrum masters, product owners, developers,
and executives. The dataset further includes about 800 pages of internal documents, emails,
digital Scrum boards, strategy papers, and policies. All data were anonymized and

pseudonymized to ensure confidentiality as agreed with the organizations and participants.



Data source Output data set 1 (agile Output data set 2 (agile

learning) software development)
Observation e 598.45 hours participant | ® 370 hours non-
observation participant observation

e 150 pages of field notes | ® 300 pages of field notes

Semi-structured interviews e 146 interviews e 35 interviews

e 320 transcribed pages e 390 transcribed pages

Secondary data e 200 pages of secondary | e 800 pages of secondary
and archival data (e.g., and archival data (e.g.,
meeting protocols, emails, strategy
emails, presentations) documents, digital

Scrum boards, ...
e 150 pages of digital crum boards, ...)

(e.g., learning boards)

Table 1: Overview of the data sets

Data analysis

Data analysis followed an iterative, inductive, and comparative approach (Bansal et
al., 2018; Locke et al., 2020). Across this dissertation, two empirical datasets were analyzed in
separate studies. While each study addressed different research questions and empirical
contexts, the analytical procedures followed similar principles grounded in qualitative process
research and routine dynamics scholarship. The qualitative data analysis software MAXQDA
was used to code and analyze observations, interview transcripts, and documents. For each
study, the analysis proceeded through several iterative steps.

First, organizational routines were identified and delineated in the respective empirical
settings (Feldman, 2016). Drawing on observations, interviews, and documentary material,
recurring patterns of interdependent actions were identified following the definition of routines
as “repetitive, recognizable patterns of interdependent actions carried out by multiple actors”
(Feldman & Pentland, 2003, p. 96). This step involved mapping the routines that structured
everyday activities in the studied contexts and identifying the actors and interactions involved

in their enactment. For example, in the agile learning setting, routines such as sprint plannings,



interim reviews, and retrospectives were identified as recurring patterns of action structuring
student collaboration. In the organizational context, routines such as sprint reviews,
retrospectives, and cross-team coordination meetings were delineated as key sites of
interdependent action.

Second, routine performances were reconstructed over time (Langley, 1999). Using
detailed fieldnotes and interview material, narrative reconstructions were developed to trace
how routines unfolded across multiple iterations. Particular attention was paid to the sequences
of actions through which routines were enacted, how actors coordinated their activities, and
how routines were adapted in practice. This step enabled the analysis to capture the
performative dynamics of routines and to observe how patterns of action developed across
repeated performances. For instance, in the agile learning context, this involved tracing how
student teams iteratively adapted their task selection and collaboration practices across
consecutive sprints. In the organizational setting, routine performances were reconstructed to
capture how interactions within, for example, the community team day evolved over time.

Third, empirical phenomena in routine enactment were identified through iterative
coding and comparison. Following principles of grounded theorizing (Glaser & Strauss, 1967)
and the Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013), first-order codes were developed based on in-
vivo expressions and observed actions. These codes were subsequently clustered into second-
order themes and aggregate dimensions. For example, coding captured how actors introduced
variations into routine performances, how certain learning paths were expanded or contracted,
and how connections between routines were created or changed. In the learning context, this
included patterns of expanding and contracting learning paths, while in the organizational
context, coding captured, for example, how routines became linked to broader coordination or
strategic concerns.

Fourth, emerging patterns were abstracted into theoretical explanations. Through

iterative movement between emerging insights and existing literature, the analysis developed
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conceptual explanations on the research questions. This step involved theorizing how recurring
patterns of action in routine enactment contributed to the defined organizational phenomena in
the studied contexts. For example, patterns identified in the data were compared over time to
examine how iterative routine performances generated shifts in action sequences, how certain
paths were expanded or contracted, and how connections between routines extended the
relevance of local activities beyond their immediate context. Through this process, empirically
grounded theoretical explanations were developed to account for the relational and processual
dimensions of agile routines and organizational phenomena, including learning, strategizing,
and truces. While the empirical settings and research questions differed across the individual
studies, the analytical approach consistently focused on tracing routine performances over time
and identifying patterns that explain how organizational phenomena emerge from the dynamics
of routine enactment.
Validity and reliability

To ensure the rigor and credibility of this qualitative research, multiple validation
strategies were applied (Wrona, 2006; Yin, 2014). Construct validity was ensured through data
triangulation by combining three sources — observations, interviews, and secondary data.
Investigator triangulation was achieved through regular discussions with co-authors and the
presentation of preliminary findings at academic conferences. The creation of a structured case
study database within MAXQDA enhanced reliability and transparency, enabling systematic
coding and traceability of analytical steps. Additionally, in-vivo coding and iterative validation
of emerging interpretations against field data supported internal validity. Overall, this
qualitative case-study approach allowed for deep contextual insight into how organizational

routines generate agility and strategizing through ongoing performance.
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SUMMARY OF THE DISSERTATION PAPERS

This cumulative dissertation comprises four independent but thematically connected
papers that collectively advance routine dynamics research by examining how agile routines
are enacted and how organizational phenomena such as learning, strategizing, and truces
emerge through their ongoing patterning. Table 2 provides an overview of the four dissertation

papers, followed by concise summaries.

Title of dissertation paper Authors Type

Becoming Agile through Process Frequency
Kathrin Lemm & Anja | Theoretical-
and Variation: A Routine Dynamics

Danner-Schroder conceptual
Perspective
Exploring Process Multiplicity in Agile

Kathrin Lemm & Anja
Learning Routines: How Learning Paths Can Empirical

Danner-Schroder
Be (Re-) Created

Strategic Connection Work: How the Anja Danner-Schroder,
Patterning of Mundane Routines Generates Kathrin Lemm & Empirical
Strategic Consequentiality Christian A. Mahringer

The Spiral Process of Routines as Truces:
Interactional Mechanisms of Truce Dynamics | Kathrin Lemm Empirical

in Everyday Organizing

Table 2: Overview of the four dissertation papers

First dissertation paper: Becoming Agile through Process Frequency and Variation — A
Routine Dynamics Perspective

This theoretical-conceptual paper advances a process-based explanation of how
organizations become agile by drawing on the theoretical lens of routine dynamics (Feldman &
Pentland, 2003; Feldman et al., 2016, 2021). While agile methods such as Scrum are widely
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implemented to enhance adaptability (Schwaber, 1997; Dybd & Dingseyr, 2008; Abrahamsson
et al., 2017), many organizations fail to achieve genuine agility (Harraf et al., 2015; Renzl et
al., 2021). The paper argues that agility does not result from adopting frameworks, but from
how agile routines are performed over time.

Agile routines — such as sprint planning, daily stand-ups, reviews, and retrospectives
— constitute routine clusters (Kremser & Schreyogg, 2016; Kremser et al., 2019; Mahringer &
Danner-Schroder, 2025) that structure organizational activity in short, iterative cycles. Each
cycle provides a performative site where routines can be reproduced or adjusted, allowing
stability and novelty to coexist (Feldman, 2000; Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). Drawing on
this insight, the paper introduces two interrelated mechanisms that explain how agility emerges
through everyday routine performances:

The first mechanism is called frequency through iterative shortening. Agile
frameworks accelerate routine cycles, increasing the frequency of enactment and thereby
multiplying the number of opportunities for situated variation. Through this condensed rhythm,
even minor differences in routine performance can accumulate and stabilize into new patterns
(Donmez et al., 2016; Feldman et al., 2021; Kremser & Blagoev, 2021). Iterative shortening
thus amplifies the density of performative moments in which routines may shift, creating the
temporal precondition for agility.

The second mechanism implies variation through expansion and contraction of the
space of possible paths. Building on the path-centric view of routines (Sutton & Barto, 2018;
Goh & Pentland, 2019; Pentland et al., 2020, 2022), the paper conceptualizes agility as an
evolving space of possible paths. When actors enact new variations (i.e., the repetition of
differences; Deleuze, 2004), this space expands; when routines are repeatedly enacted without
variation (i.e., repetitive reinforcement; Goh & Pentland, 2019), it contracts. Repetition can
thus generate either novelty or inertia, depending on how performances vary and are reinforced

(Deleuze, 2004; Feldman et al., 2016).
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These mechanisms jointly explain how agile routines generate adaptability through
repetition itself. Agility is not embedded in formal designs or espoused schemas (Pentland &
Feldman, 2008; Rerup & Feldman, 2011), but emerges from the recursive interplay between
performing and patterning (Danner-Schroder & Geiger, 2016; Pentland et al., 2022). Iterative
cycles increase the number of performances, while the evolving space of possible paths
determines whether these performances yield flexibility or lock-in (Sailer et al., 2024;
Mabhringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025).

The paper makes three key contributions. First, it reconceptualizes organizational
agility as a process of becoming — an emergent outcome of repeated, situated routine
performances (Ritter et al., 2024). Second, it theorizes two mechanisms — frequency and
variation — that explain how repetition shapes adaptability. Third, it advances routine dynamics
theory by integrating temporal frequency and performative variation as interdependent sources
of change.

Overall, the paper provides a nuanced explanation of how organizations achieve or fail
to achieve agility through the everyday enactment of routines. It demonstrates that agile
frameworks such as Scrum do not inherently create adaptability; rather, agility unfolds through

how actors perform and repeat routines over time.

Second dissertation paper: Exploring Process Multiplicity in Agile Learning Routines —

How Learning Paths Can Be (Re-) Created

This empirical paper extends the routine dynamics perspective to the educational
domain by examining how learning paths are (re-) created within agile learning routines.
Building on the concept of process multiplicity (Pentland et al., 2020), the study conceptualizes
agile learning not as the implementation of a summative model (Glen et al., 2014; Boston,
2002), but as a formative process, in which educators and students jointly construct evolving

paths of action (Irons & Elkington, 2021).
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Drawing on a qualitative case study at AgilLe University in Germany, the paper
analyzes how the Scrum framework structures iterative learning cycles across courses
redesigned according to agile principles (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). Using narrative
network analysis (Pentland & Feldman, 2007), sequences of actions are visualized that form
learning paths.

The findings reveal six mechanisms that constitute agile learning as a recursive
interplay between expansion and contraction of the space of possible learning paths. Expansion
mechanisms — exploratory, feedback-driven, and corrective expansion — describe how students
expand new learning paths. Contraction mechanisms — selective, feedback-driven, and
corrective contraction — describe how students delimit paths.

Together, these mechanisms produce a rhythmic alternation of expanding and
contracting learning paths, through which flexibility and structure continuously reconfigure
each other. This dynamic interplay reflects the recursive nature of routine performances
(Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Feldman et al., 2021), where expansion enables exploration and
learning variety (Goh & Pentland, 2019), while contraction fosters coherence and focus
(Tsoukas, 2017). The study thereby advances the understanding of path dynamics in routines,
showing that expansion and contraction are not opposites but co-constitutive mechanisms of
learning evolution. Agile learning routines — such as sprint planning, reviews, and
retrospectives — function as temporal anchors that rhythmically trigger expansion (e.g., through
feedback) and contraction (e.g., through prioritization).

The paper contributes to three main areas. First, it conceptualizes agile learning as a
process of routine enactment, where both educators and students co-create learning structures
through action, rather than following predefined scripts (Krehbiel et al., 2017; Sharp & Lang,
2018).

Second, it introduces a process-theoretical model of learning path multiplicity,

explaining how the oscillation between expansion and contraction produces adaptive yet
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coherent learning paths. Third, it extends routine dynamics theory beyond organizational work
contexts by demonstrating that similar performative mechanisms shape learning processes in
higher education. Ultimately, the study shows that agile learning does not simply apply agility
— it becomes agile through recursive patterns of expanding and contracting paths, where

students enact agency by actively shaping their learning paths in real time.

Third dissertation paper: Strategic Connection Work — How the Patterning of Mundane
Routines Generates Strategic Consequentiality

This empirical paper advances the Strategy-as-Practice perspective by showing how
strategic consequentiality can emerge from mundane, operational routines through what is
conceptualized as strategic connection work. Drawing on insights from routine dynamics
(Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Feldman et al., 2021; Sele et al., 2024), the study examines how
everyday actions in agile organizations may gradually become consequential for strategy —even
when they are not initially labeled as strategic.

The paper builds on a one-year qualitative case study of the software company 4ERO,
whose R&D department operates fully under agile principles using the Scrum framework
(Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). Special attention is given to the Review routine — originally a
local operational meeting format — evolved into a strategically consequential routine that
enacted stakeholder visibility and orientation across organizational realms.

Through iterative process analysis (Langley, 1999), the study identifies three
mechanisms of strategic connection work that explain this transformation: Echoing — actors
share and amplify concerns and experiences across organizational realms, aligning
understandings of problems and expectations about what routines should accomplish. Echoing
connects actors and actions through shared interpretations, creating a collective awareness of
missing stakeholder orientation. Enabling — actors provide resources, encouragement, and

support that expand others’ capacity to make meaningful connections (e.g., stakeholder
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mapping, transparency tools, or motivational efforts). Enabling indirectly strengthens
connections and helps imagine potential future links across operational and managerial spheres.
Engaging — actors actively change routine patterns to involve additional participants, thereby
transforming the pattern itself (e.g., shifting from team-specific Reviews to cross-departmental,
quarterly events with >200 participants). Engaging thus represents the performative mechanism
that renders routines strategically consequential.

Together, these mechanisms explain how connections among actors, actions, ideas,
and consequences accumulate over time, gradually repatterning routines and producing
strategic outcomes without central orchestration. The Review routine became a means of
enacting AERQO’s stakeholder orientation and visibility — not through top-down strategy
formulation, but through the recursive and distributed patterning of routine performances.

The study contributes to three central debates: It extends Strategy-as-Practice
perspective by showing how strategizing emerges from operational rather than pre-defined
strategizing routines (Jarzabkowski et al., 2021; Li & Jarzabkowski, 2025). Strategizing thus
becomes an effect of patterning rather than intentional planning. It conceptualizes strategic
connection work as a generative mechanism of pattern formation, showing how local routine
variations can accumulate into strategic transformations through the interplay of connecting
and patterning (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Sele et al., 2024). The paper proposes viewing
organizations as large patterns of actions (Sele et al., 2024) in which the distinction between
“strategic” and “operational” routines is fluid and contingent. Strategic consequentiality is not
a property of specific routines but an emergent feature of how connections are enacted and
maintained over time.

Methodologically, the paper highlights the importance of longitudinal process research
(Langley et al., 2013; Cloutier & Langley, 2020) for tracing the subtle, retrospective emergence

of strategic significance. By following the gradual evolution of the Review routine, the study
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reveals that strategizing can only be recognized after the fact, once its connections and
consequences become visible in the organizational pattern.

In conclusion, the paper shows that strategy emerges from the ground up, through the
cumulative effects of distributed action and connection. Strategic connection work thus
provides a powerful lens for understanding how mundane routines gain strategic
consequentiality — demonstrating that strategy is not a separate organizational layer, but an

emergent property of everyday organizing.

Fourth dissertation paper: The Spiral Process of Routines as Truces — Interactional
Mechanisms of Truce Dynamics in Everyday Organizing

This empirical paper advances routine dynamics research by examining how
coordination is sustained under conditions of persistent tension through the ongoing
reconfiguration of routines conceptualized as truces. Building on the routines-as-truces
perspective (Nelson & Winter, 1982; Zbaracki & Bergen, 2010; Salvato & Rerup, 2018;
D’Adderio & Safavi, 2021), the study shifts attention to the everyday enactment of routines,
where tensions are continuously surfaced and managed in practice. It investigates how tacit
settlements underlying routines become unsettled and re-stabilized through ongoing interaction.

The paper draws on a one-year qualitative case study of a software organization
operating under agile principles using the Scrum framework (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020).
Focusing on a scrum master team as a central coordination site, the study traces how multiple
interdependent routines — such as Retrospective routines, Community Sync routines, and Vision
Workshop routines — are enacted and reconfigured over time. Through this lens, routines are
conceptualized not as stable entities but as ongoing accomplishments in which tensions are
continuously reorganized through performance (Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Feldman et al.,

2021).
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Through longitudinal process analysis (Langley, 1999; Langley et al., 2013), the study
identifies three interactional mechanisms that structure truce dynamics in routine performance.
Articulating refers to actions through which actors make previously tacit assumptions visible
by expressing tensions within routine interaction. Contesting captures how actors challenge
these articulations and negotiate incompatible expectations, thereby destabilizing existing
settlements. Absorbing describes how tensions are incorporated into revised patterns of action,
such as modifying or introducing routines, which re-establish a provisional settlement that
enables coordination to continue.

Together, these mechanisms explain how tacit settlements are continuously
renegotiated across routine performances. The findings further show that truce dynamics unfold
across constellations of interdependent routines (Pentland et al., 2012; Kremser et al., 2019;
Sailer et al., 2024), where tensions articulated in one routine are often absorbed through the
reconfiguration of others.

Building on these micro-dynamics, the study develops a processual model of truce
dynamics that unfolds across three episodes. In the first episode, tensions related to coordination
and role ambiguity are addressed through procedural adjustments, resulting in a procedural
truce. In the second episode, tensions shift toward conflicting interpretations of leadership and
responsibility and are absorbed through normative alignment, resulting in a normative truce. In
the third episode, tensions extend to the broader legitimacy of agile organizing and are
addressed through learning-oriented experimentation, resulting in an institutional truce. Across
these phases, truce dynamics evolve from procedural reconfiguration to normative alignment
and ultimately to institutional reflexivity.

The paper’s central theoretical contribution is the conceptualization of truce dynamics
as a spiral process. Rather than following a linear or cyclical trajectory, routine development
unfolds through successive unsettlements and re-stabilizations, where each provisional

settlement creates the conditions for new tensions at a different level of organizing. Stability is
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thus not achieved through the resolution of conflict but through its continuous reorganization
in practice (Feldman et al., 2021; Tsoukas, 2021). By linking these dynamics to organizational
learning (Argyris & Schon, 1978), the study further shows how routines evolve toward
increasingly reflexive forms of coordination.

The study contributes to three central debates. First, it extends research on routines as
truces by showing how settlements are continuously renegotiated within everyday routine
performance rather than only in situations of disruption (Salvato & Rerup, 2018; D’ Adderio &
Safavi, 2021). Second, it specifies the micro-dynamics of truce work through the mechanisms
of articulating, contesting, and absorbing, offering a processual account of how stability
emerges from ongoing interaction (Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Feldman et al., 2021). Third, it
contributes to research on agile organizing by demonstrating that agility does not eliminate
tensions but institutionalizes their ongoing articulation and reorganization within routine
interaction (Ritter et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025).

Methodologically, the paper highlights the value of longitudinal, process-oriented
research designs for capturing how tacit settlements evolve over time and how routines emerge
through repeated interaction (Langley et al., 2013; Cloutier & Langley, 2020). By tracing how
tensions are articulated, contested, and absorbed across multiple routine performances, the
study shows that truce dynamics can be understood as a temporally unfolding process.

In conclusion, the paper demonstrates that organizational routines persist not despite
tensions, but through their continuous reorganization. Truce dynamics provide a lens for
understanding how coordination is sustained under conditions of enduring ambiguity and
conflict, showing that stability is not a fixed state but an ongoing accomplishment of everyday

organizing.
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AREAS OF SYNERGY AND CONTRIBUTION

This cumulative dissertation integrates four papers that advance a process-ontological
understanding of organizational routines and their role in explaining how organizational
phenomena emerge through agile routine enactment, conceptualizing organizing as an ongoing
accomplishment enacted through routines.

(1) Explaining agility through routine dynamics

A first contribution of this dissertation is the analysis of organizational agility through
the lens of routine dynamics (Doénmez et al., 2016; Goh & Pentland, 2019; Renzl et al., 2021;
Ritter et al., 2021; Sailer et al., 2024; Mahringer et al., 2024; Ritter et al., 2024; Mahringer and
Danner-Schroder, 2025; Mahringer et al., 2025). This dissertation advances that organizational
agility is endogenously produced through the frequent performance and variation of routines
(Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Feldman et al., 2021).

The first paper examines how organizational agility unfolds within the ongoing
enactment of routines. It identifies two interrelated mechanisms — iteration frequency and
variation in the space of possible paths — through which patterns of action evolve over time. By
conceptualizing iteration frequency as a performative condition of routine enactment, the study
shows how the rate at which routines are performed shapes whether variations are introduced
or reinforced. In linking performative frequency to path dynamics (Pentland et al., 2020), the
paper specifies how repeated enactments contribute to both the expansion and contraction of
possible action paths. In doing so, the study provides a temporally grounded account of how
agility emerges through the recursive interplay of performing and patterning in routine
dynamics (Feldman et al., 2016; Goh & Pentland, 2019; Pentland et al., 2020; Feldman et al.,
2021).

The second paper examines how agility and agile learning are enacted through ongoing
changes of the space of possible action paths within agile routines. It traces how actors

continuously shape learning processes through expanding and contracting mechanisms in the
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space of possible learning paths (Pentland et al., 2020). Building on a routine dynamics
perspective, the study identifies distinct mechanisms through which the space of possible
learning paths is shaped over time. These mechanisms capture how actors expand and contracts
possible learning paths in response to unfolding situations. By specifying how learning paths
are actively (re-) created through routine enactment, the paper provides a processual account of
how agility and agile learning develop through the dynamic structuring of possible paths over
time (Goh & Pentland, 2019; Pentland et al., 2020; Feldman et al., 2021).

The third paper explains how agility is enacted through the patterned connections that
link routine performances across operational and managerial contexts. It conceptualizes
strategic connection work as the ongoing accomplishment through which actors create and
change connections among actors, actions, ideas, and their consequences. Based on a
longitudinal process analysis, the study identifies three distinct mechanisms — echoing,
enabling, and engaging — through which these connections are produced and reconfigured over
time. Through these mechanisms, actors align interpretations, expand the capacity for
connection, and transform routine patterns in ways that extend the reach and consequences of
action beyond their immediate context. By specifying how actions become consequential across
routines, the paper shows how agility develops through the dynamic configuration of
connections that allow actors to continuously reorient and amplify the effects of their actions.
(Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Feldman et al., 2021; Sele et al., 2024).

The fourth paper explains how agility is sustained under conditions of persistent
tension through the continual reorganization of tacit settlements in routine performance. It
conceptualizes routines as sites in which tensions are not resolved but recurrently processed,
enabling coordinated action to persist despite enduring disagreement. The study identifies three
interactional mechanisms — articulating, contesting, and absorbing — that structure how
settlements are repeatedly unsettled and re-stabilized over time. Through these mechanisms,

actors render tensions explicit, engage incompatible expectations in interaction, and incorporate
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them into revised patterns of action that maintain the performability of routines. In doing so,
the paper shows that agility is continuously accomplished through the ongoing reorganization
of tensions, as each provisional settlement reshapes the conditions for subsequent tensions and
further reconfiguration (Nelson & Winter, 1982; Zbaracki & Bergen, 2010; Kaplan, 2015;
Salvato & Rerup, 2018; Feldman et al., 2021).

Taken together, this dissertation shows how agility is accomplished through the
ongoing enactment and patterning of routines. Across the dissertation papers, agility emerges
from the recursive dynamics through which actions are performed, paths are expanded and
contracted, connections are established across routines, and tensions are continuously
reorganized in everyday practice. Routine dynamics thus offer a processual account of how
agility unfolds within the everyday accomplishment of organizing (Feldman et al., 2021).

(2) Advancing a strong process ontology of organizing

The second contribution concerns the ontological grounding of organizing in process
(Tsoukas, 2017). Across the four dissertation papers, the dissertation adopts and advances a
strong process ontology in which organizations are conceptualized as ongoing flows of action
through which stability and change are continuously accomplished (Tsoukas, 2002; Feldman &
Orlikowski, 2011; Hernes, 2014; Langley & Tsoukas, 2016).

The first paper specifies this by examining how the frequency and variation shape the
evolution of paths. It builds on the understanding of routine enactment as sequences of situated
performances (Feldman, 2000; Feldman, 2016) and adds that the frequency of enactment
conditions how variation is introduced or reinforced over time. By linking performative
frequency to variation through the expansion and contraction of possible action paths, the study
demonstrates how patterns of action are continuously generated and reconfigured through the
temporal dynamics of enactment itself (Pentland et al., 2020; Feldman et al., 2021).

The second paper extends this view by conceptualizing agile learning as a temporally

unfolding accomplishment constituted within sequences of action. Building on prior work that
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understands routine enactment as paths (Feldman et al., 2016), the study specifies how learning
is continuously constituted through the ongoing (re-)creating of these learning paths in practice.
It shows how learning paths are expanded and contracted in the space of possible paths through
their situated performances. By identifying those interrelated mechanisms, the paper specifies
how learning emerges through the ongoing reconfiguration of possible and actualized paths
over time. In doing so, learning is conceptualized as an immanent feature of action itself,
continuously brought into being through the temporal unfolding of routine enactment (Goh &
Pentland, 2019; Pentland et al., 2020; Feldman et al., 2021).

The third paper advances the relational dimension of a strong process ontology by
demonstrating that such an ontology is essential for theorizing strategic consequentiality as an
emergent accomplishment. By conceptualizing organizations as evolving patterns of
interconnected actions, the study shows that what becomes “strategic’ cannot be predefined but
is constituted through ongoing processes of connecting actors and actions. This perspective
moves beyond entity-based views, which presuppose stable distinctions between “strategic”
and “operational”. Instead, it reveals that strategic consequentiality is enacted over time as
routine performances become linked to broader patterns of action (Sele et al., 2024). Without a
strong process ontology, these dynamics would remain analytically obscured, as the emergence
of the strategic from the mundane cannot be captured through static categories (Feldman &
Rafaeli, 2002; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Vaara & Whittington, 2012; Feldman et al., 2021).

The fourth paper emphasizes the process ontology by conceptualizing working peace
as a temporary accomplishment that is continuously reworked in interaction. Rather than
resolving tensions, routines persist because actors repeatedly renegotiate provisional
settlements. By theorizing truce dynamics as a spiral process in which each stabilization
reshapes the conditions for further unsettlement, the study highlights how order and disruption
are co-constituted over time (Nelson & Winter, 1982; Zbaracki & Bergen, 2010; Kaplan, 2015;

Salvato & Rerup, 2018; Feldman et al., 2021).
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In sum, the four dissertation papers jointly advance a process ontology of organizing
that is grounded in routine dynamics. Organizations are conceptualized as temporal, relational,
and performative flows of action in which stability and change are co-constitutive (Tsoukas,
2002; Feldman et al., 2021).

(3) Connecting routine performances across enactments

A third contribution of this dissertation lies in specifying how organizing unfolds
through the connections established among routine performances over time. Across the four
dissertation papers, routines are understood as interrelated accomplishments whose
consequences extend beyond individual performances. This dissertation shows how agile
routines and organizational phenomena such as learning, strategizing, and truces emerge as
actions become linked across successive enactments and interconnected routines, thereby
forming evolving patterns of action in practice (Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002; Pentland et al., 2012;
Kremser & Schreydgg, 2016; Feldman et al., 2021; Sailer et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-
Schroder, 2025).

The first paper specifies how agility unfolds across successive routine performances
over time. Drawing on a routine dynamics perspective, it shows how repeated enactments
within tightly coupled routine clusters generate sequences of action in which each performance
reshapes the range of possible paths available for subsequent enactments. By linking
performative frequency to variation in the space of possible paths, the study demonstrates how
agility is constituted through the ongoing reconfiguration of action possibilities across
interdependent performances. Agility thus emerges as an effect of how routine performances
are connected and reworked across clusters, rather than within any single routine enactment
(Pentland et al., 2020; Feldman et al., 2021; Sailer et al., 2024).

The second paper specifies how connections among routine performances are
accomplished within routines through the coordination of multiple, concurrently enacted paths.

Building on a path-based understanding of routine dynamics, it shows how actors continuously
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enact alternative paths as part of ongoing routine performances. These paths do not remain
separate but are progressively selected, explored, corrected, or driven by feedback, so that
dispersed actions coalesce into a coherent outcome. By identifying expansion and contraction
mechanisms that shape this process, the study demonstrates how connections among
performances are achieved through the ongoing integration of partially divergent paths within
routine enactment (Goh & Pentland, 2019; Pentland et al., 2020; Feldman et al., 2021).

The third paper makes these connections explicit by theorizing strategic connection
work as the process through which routines are linked across operational and managerial
domains. It shows how actors relate routine performances beyond their immediate setting
through the mechanisms of echoing, enabling, and engaging, thereby creating, reinforcing, or
redirecting connections among actors, actions, and ideas. Through these mechanisms,
operational routines become progressively linked to managerial concerns and acquire strategic
relevance over time (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Vaara & Whittington, 2012; Feldman et al.,
2021; Sele et al., 2024).

The fourth paper extends this perspective by showing how connections among routines
are shaped through the redistribution of tension. It demonstrates that tensions articulated in one
routine are not necessarily resolved locally but are absorbed through adjustments in other
routines, such as the introduction or modification of coordination and reflection practices.
Stability thus emerges from the ongoing alignment of multiple interdependent routines rather
than from isolated problem resolution (Nelson & Winter, 1982; Kaplan, 2015; Salvato & Rerup,
2018; Feldman et al., 2021).

Taken together, the dissertation shows that agile routines as well as organizational
phenomena such as learning, strategizing, and truces emerge through the evolving connections

among multiple routine performances rather than within single routines (Feldman et al., 2021).

26



(4) Linking micro-level performances to organizational outcomes

The fourth contribution of this dissertation lies in explicating how organizational
outcomes are constituted through the ongoing enactment of routine performances. Across the
four dissertation papers, situated actions are not treated as merely local activities but as the very
sites in which agile routine patterns and organizational phenomena — such as learning,
strategizing, and truces — are brought into being and take shape over time. This perspective
aligns with process studies of organization by conceptualizing organizational patterns as
emerging through continuous flows of action, while specifying how such outcomes are
accomplished within the recursive dynamics of routine performances (Langley, 1999; Feldman
& Orlikowski, 2011; Langley et al., 2013; Langley & Tsoukas, 2016).

At the same time, the dissertation engages with a central challenge in qualitative
process research, namely, how to establish convincing linkages between situated action and
organizational-level outcomes (Kouamé & Langley, 2018). It does so by showing how routine
performances do not precede such outcomes but constitute them through their recursive
enactment, thereby rendering organizational phenomena observable as ongoing
accomplishments in practice (Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Feldman et al., 2021).

The first paper shows how repeated enactments generate organizational adaptability.
By tracing how variation in routine performances is selectively reinforced or abandoned, the
paper demonstrates how differences in local action stabilize into patterns that underpin agility
over time (Feldman et al., 2016; Pentland et al., 2020; Feldman et al., 2021).

The second paper specifies how learning takes shape as an organizational phenomenon
through the ongoing (re-)creation of learning paths. Building on a path-based understanding of
routine dynamics, it traces how actors expand and contract the space of possible paths in
situated performances. It shows how these local adjustments do not remain episodic but become
consequential beyond individual enactments, thereby giving rise to evolving learning paths that

extend across time and organizing. In doing so, the study demonstrates how learning becomes
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constituted as a patterned accomplishment that emerges from the integration and
reconfiguration of multiple path enactments (Goh & Pentland, 2019; Pentland et al., 2020;
Feldman et al., 2021).

The third paper specifies how strategizing takes shape as an organizational
accomplishment through the patterning of connections among routine performances. Building
on a routine dynamics perspective, it shows how actors create connections across routines,
thereby rendering routine performances consequential beyond their immediate enactment.
Through the mechanisms of echoing, enabling, and engaging, these connections are
progressively created and changed, giving rise to patterns of action that come to be recognized
as strategic over time. In doing so, the study demonstrates how strategic consequentiality is not
predefined but emerges through the ongoing patterning of connections within and across routine
performances (Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Vaara & Whittington,
2012; Feldman et al., 2021; Sele et al., 2024).

The fourth paper specifies how truces take shape as an organizational phenomenon
through the ongoing reworking of tensions in routine performances. It shows how the
interactional mechanisms of articulating, contesting, and absorbing tensions initially give rise
to procedurally enacted settlements that enable coordination in situated interaction. Through
their repeated enactment across routines, these settlements become stabilized and reworked at
increasingly abstract levels, evolving from procedural adjustments to normative alignments
and, ultimately, to institutional reflections on the legitimacy of organizing. In this process,
truces develop into institutionally consequential patterns that orient expectations and guide
subsequent performances across the organization. By conceptualizing these dynamics as a spiral
process in which each stabilization reshapes the conditions for further unsettlement, the study
demonstrates how organizing is continuously constituted and transformed through the
progressive reconfiguration of tensions in practice (Nelson & Winter, 1982; Zbaracki & Bergen,

2010; Kaplan, 2015; Salvato & Rerup, 2018; Feldman et al., 2021).
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Taken together, the dissertation shows that organizational phenomena are not imposed
from above but emerge from the recursive enactment of (agile) routine performances (Sele et
al., 2024). By explicating how situated action gives rise to broader organizational phenomena,
it contributes to addressing a central concern in process research (Kouamé & Langley, 2018;

Feldman et al., 2021).
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FUTURE AVENUES

This dissertation opens several avenues for future research by explicating how
organizational outcomes emerge through the ongoing patterning of routine performances. By
specifying the mechanisms through which agile routines and organizational phenomena such
as learning, strategizing, and truces are constituted, the findings point to several unresolved
theoretical challenges at the intersection of routine dynamics, process organization studies, and
research on agility. At the same time, the insights are derived from in-depth, qualitative single-
case studies, which allows for fine-grained process theorizing but invites future research to
examine the transferability and boundary conditions of the identified mechanisms across
different empirical contexts.

(1) Advancing a path-based and processual understanding of agility

This dissertation advances a path-based and processual understanding of agile
routines. By, for example, specifying how actors expand and contract the space of possible
paths, it shows how action is continuously reoriented in relation to unfolding situations (Goh &
Pentland, 2019; Pentland et al., 2020). At the same time, it demonstrates that these dynamics
are inseparable from the frequency and variation of performances through which paths are
actualized over time (Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Feldman et al., 2021).

While this perspective establishes path structuring as a central mechanism in the
accomplishment of agility, it also raises further questions regarding the interplay between path
dynamics, performative frequency, and the broader patterning of organizational action. Future
research may examine how multiple paths are enacted across repeated performances, and how
these dynamics shape the emergence of more enduring action patterns (Danner-Schroder &
Geiger, 2016; Pentland et al., 2022; Sele et al., 2024).

Extending this line of inquiry, future studies could investigate how certain paths

become connected to other organizational phenomena and thereby acquire, for example,
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strategic consequentiality, while others remain localized or fade over time (Feldman & Rafaeli,
2002; Sele et al., 2024).

Future research may examine how the enactment of agile routines contributes to the
emergence and transformation of organizational phenomena in technology-mediated contexts.
As organizing is increasingly enacted through digital infrastructures and algorithmic mediation,
this perspective allows scholars to investigate how the structuring of paths unfolds when human
and technological performances become intertwined. This would advance understanding of
how agility is accomplished under sociomaterial conditions (Leonardi, 2013), where the space
of possible paths is not only shaped by actors, but also by the affordances and constraints of
technological systems (Orlikowski, 2007; Leonardi, 2011; Faraj & Azad, 2012; Kellogg et al.,
2020).

(2) Examining how agility emerges through connecting routine performances

This dissertation further conceptualizes agility as emerging through the connections
established among routine performances. Rather than residing within isolated routines, agility
is shown to depend on how actors relate actions to one another and render them consequential
beyond their immediate performance (Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002; Sele et al., 2024).

While the findings explicate how such connections are actively created and
reconfigured, they also raise questions regarding how these relational dynamics unfold in more
complex constellations of routines. It remains unclear how connections among multiple
interdependent routines evolve over time, and how such connections are sustained, intensified,
or weakened as patterns of action become more densely interconnected.

Future research could therefore investigate how agile routines are enacted through the
ongoing linking of routine performances. This includes examining how connections are formed,
maintained, and transformed across interdependent routines, and how these dynamics shape

broader patterns of organizing (Sele et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025).
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(3) Sustaining organizing through the ongoing reconfiguration of tensions

Prior research has highlighted that organizational routines are shaped by persistent
tensions, such as exploration versus exploitation or autonomy versus alignment (Kaplan, 2015;
Salvato & Rerup, 2018). This dissertation extends this perspective by showing that such
tensions are not confined to specific situations but are continuously present within routine
performances (Feldman et al., 2021).

Across the four dissertation papers, organizing is shown to depend on how actors
continuously reconfigure those tensions in practice. This becomes visible in different ways:
through the reinforcement and abandonment of variations, the expansion and contraction of
possible action paths, the linking of actions across contexts, and the ongoing reworking of
tensions in interaction. Together, these findings suggest that coordinated action persists not
despite such tensions, but through their continuous reconfiguration in routine enactment
(Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Danner-Schroder & Geiger, 2016).

While these findings provide a processual understanding of how organizing is
sustained under conditions of tensions, they also raise further questions regarding the conditions
under which such dynamics lead to stability or change. It remains unclear how different forms
of tensions are prioritized or shifted over time, and how these processes shape longer-term
organizational paths (Langley et al., 2013).

Future research could therefore investigate how organizing is sustained through the
ongoing reconfiguration of tensions across different contexts. This includes examining how
actors prioritize between tensions in practice, how such priorities shift over time, and how these

dynamics contribute to the transformation of organizing.
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Future avenue

Future research questions

Advancing a path-based and
processual understanding of
agility

How are multiple action paths enacted and
coordinated across repeated agile routine
performances?

Under what conditions are certain paths
selectively reinforced while others remain
localized or fade over time?

How do path dynamics unfold when agile routine
performances become intertwined with digital
infrastructures and algorithmic mediation?

Examining how agility emerges
through connecting routine
performances

How do connections among interdependent
routine performances evolve as constellations of
agile routines become more densely
interconnected?

Under what conditions are such connections
sustained, intensified, or weakened over time?
How do connections among routine performances
shape broader patterns of agile organizing?

Sustaining organizing through
the ongoing reconfiguration of
competing tensions

How are competing tensions prioritized and
shifted within ongoing routine performances?
Under what conditions does the ongoing
reconfiguration of competing tensions lead to
stability versus change?

How do these reconfigurations shape longer-term
organizational paths over time?

Table 3: Future avenues and future research questions
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Becoming Agile through Process Frequency and Variation: A Routine Dynamics
Perspective

Abstract

While agile methods are widely adopted, many organizations fail to become truly agile. This
paper shifts focus from frameworks to routines and investigates how agility truly emerges
through the repeated performance of agile routines. Drawing on routine dynamics, it identifies
two interrelated mechanisms: (1) frequency, reflected in the iterative shortening of routine
cycles and (2) variation through the expansion and contraction of the space of possible paths.
Agile routines foster adaptability not by design alone, but by how frequently and variably they
are enacted. Repetition may generate novelty through small variations — or lead to rigidity when
paths are reinforced. This study contributes to routine dynamics theory by theorizing how
performative frequency and variation in agile routines result in the process of becoming agile

over time.
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Introduction

Agile routines — such as the daily stand-up, planning, and retrospective — organize work into
short, iterative cycles (Schwaber & Beedle, 2001). These routines (Feldman & Pentland, 2003)
structure collaboration by enabling teams to deliver partial results quickly, obtain regular
feedback, and adjust their activities accordingly (Schwaber, 1997; Dyba & Dingseyr, 2008). In
the context of Scrum, these routines follow a fixed rhythm — for example every two weeks —
and are carried out by dedicated teams with clearly defined roles such as product owner, scrum
master, and developers (Ritter et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025). Agile
approaches thus aim to foster adaptability through frequent, structured routine performance
(Mahringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025).

Therefore, organizational agility is widely regarded as a crucial property for
organizations facing increasingly volatile, complex, and uncertain environments (Dyba &
Dingseyr, 2008; Harraf et al., 2015; Donmez et al., 2016; Goh & Pentland, 2019; Renzl et al.,
2021; Ritter et al., 2021; Sailer et al., 2024; Mahringer et al., 2024; Ritter et al., 2024; Mahringer
& Danner-Schroder, 2025). Agile methods such as Scrum and Design Thinking are frequently
introduced to foster adaptability. Yet, studies repeatedly show that the formal adoption of agile
frameworks does not automatically lead to genuine agility, but instead initiates a process of
“becoming agile” (Harraf et al., 2015; Renzl et al., 2021). Existing research further emphasizes
the role of organizational context in shaping agility outcomes but provides limited insight into
how agility emerges in practice (Aslam et al., 2025).

This discrepancy raises a critical question: What makes agile routines truly agile, and
how does agility emerge from their actual enactment in practice? Despite growing interest, it
remains underexplored how agility develops through the repeated performance of agile routines
— particularly how repetition and variation interact over time (Ddnmez et al., 2016; Ritter et al.,
2021; Sailer et al., 2024; Ritter et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schrdder, 2025). To address

this gap, this paper draws on a routine dynamics perspective that conceptualizes routines not as
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fixed scripts but as generative systems that evolve through performance (Feldman & Pentland,
2003; Feldman et al., 2021). This approach emphasizes the performative enactment of routines,
which aligns with the practice-based nature of agility (Renzl et al., 2021); it highlights the role
of variation as a source of adaptation; and it introduces the concept of the “space of possible
paths” (Goh & Pentland, 2019; Pentland et al., 2020), which helps capture how repetition can
expand or contract organizational action possibilities.

The analysis focuses on two interrelated relationships. First, the paper investigates the
role of frequency in agile routines. Agile methods often involve shortened routine cycles
through iterations, such as sprints, stand-ups, and retrospectives (Schwaber & Sutherland,
2020), thereby multiplying the occasions in which routines are enacted and possibly altered.
These high-frequency cycles both enable rapid adjustment through enacting differences and
increase the likelihood of reinforcing emergent patterns. Second, it examines how the space of
possible paths is expanded or contracted depending on how actors enact and repeat agile
routines (Goh & Pentland, 2019; Pentland et al., 2020; Danner-Schroder, 2021). Variation
means both an increase in the number of possible paths (expansion) and a decrease through
reinforced repetition (contraction).

Taken together, these mechanisms help to explain why agile routines allow more
variation — not by design (Pentland & Feldman, 2008) or as self-fulfilling prophecy (Ferraro et
al., 2005; Marti & Gond, 2019), but through how they are performed over time. This analysis
reveals that agility is not embedded in formal frameworks but enacted through a dynamic
interplay of frequency and variation. In doing so, the paper contributes to current debates in the
routine dynamics literature and offers a grounded understanding of agility as a process of
becoming rather than a fixed state or outcome (Harraf et al., 2015).

Theoretical Background: Organizational Agility Enacted Through Routines
Organizational agility was initially conceptualized in the context of manufacturing systems that

needed to flexibly respond to changing customer demands (Harraf et al., 2015; Zitkiene &
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Deksnys, 2018). Today, agility is widely understood as a key organizational response to
volatility. Accordingly, agile methods such as Scrum, Kanban, and Design Thinking are
increasingly adopted across both software and non-software domains, including a wide range
of organizational departments (Dybd & Dingseyr, 2008; Abrahamsson et al., 2017). The
widespread implementation of such frameworks reflects increasing pressure on organizations
to accelerate development cycles, enhance responsiveness, and cope with environmental
complexity (Dyba & Dingseyr, 2008; Abrahamsson et al., 2017).

However, agility is not merely a question of speed. It entails the necessity to adapt to
shifting circumstances, often by reconfiguring existing resources, adjusting routines, and
realigning strategic priorities (Appelbaum et al., 2017). From this perspective, agility is a
processual and situated capacity, requiring deliberate reflection, localized learning, and the
potential to deviate from established scripts (Donmez et al., 2016). While many organizations
introduce agile frameworks to stimulate such adaptability, the results vary widely — suggesting
that agility is not a guaranteed outcome of formal method adoption, but a process of becoming
agile.

To understand how this processual capacity unfolds in practice, recent research has
begun to focus on the role of routines in shaping agility. An emerging body of research has
begun to examine how agile routines evolve over time, often under the label of routine dynamics
(e.g., Donmez et al., 2016; Goh & Pentland, 2019; Ritter et al., 2021; Ritter et al., 2024;
Mabhringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025).

Studies highlight the coexistence of stability and change in agile practices and point to
frameworks like Scrum as fertile ground for studying tightly coupled routine clusters (Kremser
& Schreyogg, 2016; Sailer et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schrdder, 2025). These clusters,
composed of multiple routines such as stand-ups, retrospectives, and planning sessions, enable
teams to coordinate fast, iterative cycles while still maintaining structure (Donmez et al., 2016;

Ritter et al., 2024). Within these clusters, different routines serve distinct but interconnected
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purposes: planning sessions define short-term goals, daily stand-ups ensure continuous
alignment, reviews assess progress, and retrospectives open space for adjustment and learning
(Ritter et al., 2024). These routines are performed in a fixed temporal rhythm, typically
spanning one- to two-week sprint cycles, and are enacted by teams with clearly defined roles
(Donmez et al., 2016). Empirical research shows that decisions made in one routine — for
example, shifting priorities discussed in a retrospective — often directly influence the content
and direction of subsequent routines, such as the next planning session (Mahringer & Danner-
Schroder, 2025). This recursive interplay allows teams to incorporate feedback and initiate
micro-adjustments across routine boundaries (Ritter et al., 2024). Over time, such interlinked
performances generate a coherent rhythm of coordination that stabilizes workflows while
enabling situated variation, making these clusters a key site for both adaptation and continuity
(Donmez et al., 2016; Mahringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025).

These observations align with the broader theoretical framing of routine dynamics
(Feldman, 2000). Routine dynamics research conceptualizes organizational routines not as
fixed, rule-based scripts, but as generative systems of action that are continuously produced and
potentially transformed through their performance (Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Pentland &
Feldman, 2005, 2008; Feldman et al., 2016). This perspective transcends traditional
dichotomies of stability versus change by emphasizing that stability and change are mutually
constitutive dimensions of routines (Feldman, 2000; Howard-Grenville, 2005; Pentland et al.,
2012).

A central concept within this approach is the recursive relationship between
performing and patterning (Danner-Schroder & Geiger, 2016; Feldman et al., 2016; Pentland
et al., 2022). The performative dimension refers to specific enactments of routines in particular
times and places (Feldman et al., 2016), whereby actors enact a certain path — a concrete
sequence of actions — to accomplish a task (Pentland et al., 2022). Patterning, by contrast,

denotes how such enactments contribute to the formation or erosion of broader patterns over
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time. As Goh and Pentland (2019, p. 1901) define it, patterning describes “the formation of new
paths and the dissolution of old paths in the (narrative) network that describes the routine.”

To account for this dynamic, the notion of the “space of possible paths” has been
introduced (Pentland et al., 2020). It captures the full range of action paths that a routine affords
— the potential ways a process could be performed based on prior enactments. This concept
reflects what Pentland et al. (2020) term process multiplicity, understood as the coexistence of
“one” process and its “many” possible variations. From this perspective, process change can be
understood as either an expansion or contraction of the space of possible paths. Expansion
occurs when new actions generate additional trajectories; contraction, by contrast, happens
when previously available paths are no longer enacted and thus fade from the repertoire
(Pentland et al., 2020; Pentland et al., 2022).

Nevertheless, much of the current literature treats agile frameworks as inherently agile
— overlooking the difference between espoused methods and their actual enactment (Pentland
& Feldman, 2008; Rerup & Feldman, 2011). From a routine dynamics perspective, what matters
is not the presence of a framework, but how routines are performed and repeated over time.
This perspective highlights that formal structures alone do not determine organizational
behavior. Espoused schemas, such as those articulated in agile handbooks or process models,
are often not enacted in practice (Rerup & Feldman, 2011). Similarly, pre-given routine designs
developed by external consultants or managers may diverge significantly from how routines
are actually performed by organizational members (Mahringer & Danner-Schrdder, 2025).
Pentland and Feldman (2008) also emphasize that routines “on paper” frequently differ from
the enacted routine, as the latter emerges through situated action, improvisation, and local
constraints. Only through this performative lens can we understand how organizations actually
become agile — or fail to do so — based on how routines evolve in practice, not how they are

intended to function.
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Towards a Process of Becoming Agile
This paper argues that genuine organizational agility arises not from the mere adoption of agile
frameworks, but from the performative enactment and continuous adjustment of agile routines
under changing conditions (Renzl et al., 2021; Ritter et al., 2021). The analysis identifies two
core, interrelated mechanisms. First, it explores how frequency and iterative cycles multiply the
number of routine performances, thereby increasing opportunities for small variations to
emerge and take hold. Second, it examines how variation and repetitive routine performances
shape the space of possible paths (Goh & Pentland, 2019) over time. Together, these
mechanisms explain how agility unfolds through how routines are performed, repeated, and
varied in practice.
Iterative Shortening: High-Frequency Cycles for Continuous Adjustment
Iterative shortening refers to an increased frequency of routine performances, enabling faster
feedback and adjustments. Agile approaches like Scrum break down a once-long development
process into short, iterative phases (sprints; Schwaber, 1997; Dyba & Dingseyr, 2008;
Abrahamsson et al., 2017; Magistretti & Trabucchi, 2025). Instead of following a plan over
several months before reviewing it, each sprint (e.g., two weeks) involves defining intermediate
goals, delivering results, and gathering feedback (Harraf et al., 2015). This increase in repetition
does not only enable feedback but also multiplies the number of performances, and thus the
occasions on which routines may shift. In Scrum teams, multiple routines run in close
succession — which build so-called “routine clusters” (Kremser & Schreyodgg, 2016; Sailer et
al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schrdder, 2025). Although they all have their own rhythm, yet
they interlink and are interdependent: insights from one routine inform the routine on the next
day or week, e.g., lessons learned from retrospectives shape the next sprint (Ritter et al., 2024;
Mabhringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025).

By compressing work into these tight time-boxed iterations, organizations multiply the

number of routine enactments in a given period. Each enactment is a performative event — an
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opportunity where routines are not only reproduced but potentially varied. In contrast to a static
plan checked infrequently, a rapid sprint cadence ensures that even minor issues are surfaced
and addressed in near real-time (Kremser & Blagoev, 2021). From a routine dynamics
perspective, increasing the frequency of routine performances fundamentally amplifies
opportunities for performative variation and transformation (Tsoukas, 2021; Pentland et al.,
2022). Each enactment of a routine can be seen as a distinct performance cycle (Feldman et al.,
2021). Thus, frequency itself becomes a driver of change: the more often routines are
performed, the greater the likelihood that difference emerges through doing — and not
necessarily through planning change.

A practical example comes from sprint planning routines in agile teams. These routines
take place at the beginning of each sprint and are performed in a fixed, recurring rhythm —
typically every two weeks. In Planning 1, team members and the product owner collectively
engage in selecting backlog items, estimating effort, and allocating tasks through embodied
interactions (Mahringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025). In Planning 2, the selected items are
decomposed into executable subtasks and distributed across team members in direct
coordination sequences (Mahringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025). From a routine dynamics
perspective, each performance enacts a specific sequence of actions — such as how backlog
items are selected, who initiates estimates, or how turn-taking and role shifts unfold during
discussion. Small variations in these performances — for example, in estimation style, team
composition, or sequencing — can be repeated and reinforced over time, eventually stabilizing
into new routine patterns (Donmez et al., 2016; Sailer et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-
Schroder, 2025). Because planning routines are enacted frequently and in temporal proximity
to other routines such as reviews and retrospectives, they generate dense sequences of
performance that allow for the gradual transformation of agile routines. In this way, iterative
planning does not merely adjust strategy; it materially constitutes agility by enabling variation

to be introduced, repeated, and sedimented into routine action.
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Shortened cycles with frequent retrospectives enabled teams to continuously make
small adjustments and become more effective (Dénmez et al., 2016). This illustrates how
iterative shortening works in practice: routine cycles such as meetings or development intervals
are drastically shortened, increasing the density of performative moments (Mahringer &
Danner-Schroder, 2025). These routines leverage time-boxing (e.g., daily meetings, 2-week
sprints) as stable scaffolds within which constant variation through performance becomes
possible.

In sum, iterative shortening not only affects single routines but also accelerates across
interdependent routines. Importantly, this process is not primarily cognitive — change does not
depend on deliberate decision-making, but on the accumulated effect of performing routines
more frequently. A team could technically run very short sprints and daily meetings, yet still
fail to adapt if they treat these rituals as formalities without enactment. In an agile routine, every
event provides a chance for something to be performed differently — however small. This
rhythmic choreography of repetition and deviation turns each iteration into a site of emergent
change. Agile routines are thus not agile because they are reflected upon, but because they are

enacted often and variably.

Insert Figure 1 about here

Variation through Expanding vs. Contracting the Space of Possible Paths

While rapid cycles enable short-term adjustments, agility also hinges on how routines evolve
in the long run. Agile routines do not just allow teams to fix issues quickly; they also shape the
repertoire of actions that teams can take as circumstances shift. To understand this, this paper
draws on the routine dynamics concept of the “space of possible paths” — the range of all

possible and actualized ways a routine might be performed (Pentland et al., 2020). Every time
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a routine is enacted, a path — a particular sequence of actions — is performed from among many
alternatives. With repeated enactment, this space can evolve (Goh & Pentland, 2019; Pentland
et al., 2020; Pentland et al., 2022; Mahringer et al., 2024; Ritter et al., 2024); it may expand as
variations emerge and gain traction, or contract as dominant paths crowd out others.

The central question is how repetition contributes to either novelty or rigidity.
Theoretically, these outcomes can be explained by linking Deleuze’s idea of repetition-driven
variation (2004) with Goh and Pentland’s (2019) notion of reinforcement. Deleuze (2004)
argues that “we produce something new only on the condition that we repeat” — suggesting that
difference arises through recurrence, not deviation per se. In this view, performing the same
routine again and again is not mere reproduction but a potential site of transformation.
Organizational routines may thus evolve precisely because they are enacted repeatedly, even
without explicit intent to change — what Deleuze (2004) calls “repetition of difference.”

In contrast, Goh and Pentland (2019) highlight how repetition may stabilize action
through repetitive reinforcement (Sutton & Barto, 2018): each enactment reinforces the
previously performed path, increasing its likelihood of being followed again. Over time, this
can lead to convergence and inertia if no differences are introduced. In routine dynamics terms,
every performance actualizes one path; if this same path is enacted repeatedly without variation,
the space of possibilities narrows. Importantly, this expansion or contraction unfolds through
ongoing performance (Feldman et al., 2021). Small deviations are introduced, repeated, or
dropped — not always through explicit reflection, but through situated doing (Dionysiou et al.,
2025). These dynamics are observable in agile routines. Ritter et al. (2024) show how clearly
defined sprint goals temporarily narrow the path space — teams perform a focused set of actions,
sidelining alternatives. During the sprint, variation is constrained by design (Pentland &
Feldman, 2008). Only through sustained enactment after the sprint might new paths gain

ground, especially if variations are picked up and repeated across iterations.
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This phase of expansion is typically driven by ambiguity or exploration needs, as also
observed in agile planning or onboarding situations where formats, decisions, tools, or roles are
still open (Donmez et al., 2016; Goh & Pentland, 2019; Mahringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025).
These dynamics are observable in agile routines. In some cases, for example when teams
explore new techniques or solution strategies, they implicitly expand the space of possible paths
through their performances (Sailer et al., 2024). Such goal-directed expanding often occurs
early in a project or during experimentation phases.

Donmez et al. (2016) observed that loosely protected routines allowed greater variation
in how they were performed, whereas tightly enforced routines stabilized a narrow performance
range. In Sailer et al.’s (2024) study, path expansion in early project phases eventually gave
way to contraction as teams settled into preferred sequences. These developments were results
of how routines were enacted again and again. In contrast, when variation is not taken up in
performance, it fades, and the routine narrows (Pentland et al., 2020; Pentland et al., 2022).

In the long run, phases of expansion are often followed by contraction — but they may
alternate again: if contextual shifts or new feedback emerge, routines can re-expand through
enacting these changes (Sailer et al., 2024). Agile routines support this by coupling stability
(e.g., rhythm, roles) with iterative opportunities for situated variation (Donmez et al., 2016).
Toward the end of agile projects, the space of possible paths is often contracted again since
teams and actors only enact the remaining backlog issues, alternatives are dismissed, and
routines are stabilized to support closure (Goh & Pentland, 2019; Pentland et al., 2020; Ritter
et al., 2024).

While retrospectives formally offer a space for reflection, their transformative effect
depends on whether the proposed changes are subsequently enacted and repeated. Variation
only becomes durable if it is taken up in routine enactment — if it is performed and performed
again. Feldman and Pentland (2003) emphasize that routines change only when patterns are not

just discussed but enacted. Likewise, Pentland et al. (2012) demonstrate that new paths emerge
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and stabilize only through repeated performance over time. Retrospectives alone do not
generate agility unless the variations they surface are actually performed and embedded in agile
routines. Rerup and Feldman (2011) argue that noticing anomalies or proposing changes is not
enough — what matters is whether these insights become part of what actors repeatedly do
(Danner-Schroder, 2021). From a routine dynamics perspective, the expansion or contraction
of the action space depends not on thought, but on repeated enactment and variation in agile
routines (Goh & Pentland, 2019). Agility, in this view, is not the outcome of intention, but of

repeated, situated doing.

Insert Figure 2 about here

In summary, agility over time hinges on this performative tension: when teams repeatedly
introduce and carry out small differences, the space of possible paths expands. But when the
same path is reinforced again and again, other possibilities fade. Routine dynamics theorizes
this dual potential: routines are not inherently flexible or rigid — they become so through the
histories of their performance. Agile methods support this by encouraging frequent enactment.
But their true potential lies not in their structure alone, but in how teams perform them over
time.

Table 1 summarizes the two mechanisms discussed — iterative shortening and variation
—to highlight their conceptual distinctions. Iterative shortening refers to the increased frequency
of routine enactment in short cycles (e.g., Scrum), emphasizing immediate adaptation through
performances. In contrast, expanding and contracting the path space captures how such

enactments shape the variation of performances, influencing longer-term adaptability.

Insert Table 1 about here
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Discussion

This paper examined how organizational agility unfolds not as a fixed framework but as a
dynamic process of becoming, enacted through the iterative performance of routines. Drawing
on routine dynamics, it identified two interrelated mechanisms that shape this process: (1) the
effects of frequency through iterative shortening, and (2) variation through the expansion and
contraction of the space of possible paths. By analyzing how frequency and variation are
enacted through these mechanisms, the study offers a processual explanation of how agile
routines can generate agility over time.

Frequency and Iterative Shortening

The first contribution of this paper lies in demonstrating how frequency and iterative shortening
influence the trajectory of routine development. Agile routines differ from conventional
routines not by their content but by their cycle time. As shown by Kremser and Blagoev (2021),
compressed iterations increase the rate at which routines can be performed, thereby intensifying
the frequency of feedback and opportunities for change.

By linking iteration frequency to agility, this paper also nuances the assumption that
more repetition automatically enhances adaptability. As Feldman (2000) and Rerup and
Feldman (2011) have shown, not every repetition leads to adaptation — its effect depends on
what is actually enacted in agile routines. Frequent but uncritical repetition may in fact
accelerate repetitive reinforcement, particularly under time pressure or performance anxiety —
conditions frequently cited in agile environments (Donmez et al., 2016; Sailer et al., 2024). This
study supports these concerns by showing that short cycles, while offering more adaptation
points, can also hasten lock-in if variations are not enacted and repeated over time.

Variation through Repetitive Reinforcement and Repetition of Differences
The second key contribution lies in explaining how agility emerges through variation, i.e., the
interplay between expanding and contracting the space of possible paths — a process central to

the routine dynamics literature (Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Pentland et al., 2020). While
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repeated performances can give rise to novel paths (Deleuze, 2004; Feldman et al., 2016), these
same performances may reinforce dominant patterns, creating inertia over time (Goh &
Pentland, 2019; Ozawa, 2023). This duality reflects the recursive relationship between
performing and patterning (Feldman et al., 2016), where each enactment both responds to and
reshapes the structure of the routine.

Although agile frameworks such as Scrum or Design Thinking provide formal
structures aimed at enhancing responsiveness (Schwaber, 1997; Abrahamsson et al., 2017), this
paper argues that their contribution to agility hinges on how routines are performed and re-
performed over time. As Renzl et al. (2021) emphasize, the introduction of an agile framework
is not equivalent to becoming agile. This finding supports and extends such critiques by
showing that repeated routine performances — particularly when stabilized without variation —
can foster contraction rather than innovation, echoing concerns raised in organizational learning
research about the dangers of routinized learning (Levitt & March, 1988; Brand et al., 2021;
Mollet & Kaudela-Baum, 2021).

Moreover, the notion of repetitive reinforcement (Goh & Pentland, 2019) provides a
useful lens for understanding how “successful” adaptations may harden into rigid norms if
variation is not sustained. This insight resonates with research on organizational path
dependence (Sydow et al., 2009), which shows how sequences of repeated action may limit an
organization’s capacity to respond to future contingencies. From this perspective, becoming
agile requires not just enabling new paths but continuously performing and re-performing

variation to avoid the inertia of routine, without losing focus.
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Contributions to Routine Dynamics and Agility Research

This study contributes to research on routine dynamics and organizational agility in several
important ways. First, it reconceptualizes agility not as a stable property but as a process of
becoming — an ongoing negotiation between novelty and repetition. This view aligns with recent
calls for a stronger process ontology in management studies (Langley, 2007; Tsoukas, 2021)
and resonates with practice-based understandings of routines as generative and emergent
(Feldman & Pentland, 2003; Howard-Grenville, 2005). Rather than assuming that agility is
either present or absent, this perspective positions agility as something that unfolds dynamically
through situated routine performances over time.

Second, the paper introduces two interrelated mechanisms — iteration frequency as well
as variation — to explain how routine repetition shapes organizational adaptability. These
mechanisms add temporal structure to routine dynamics theory by clarifying when and how
repetition either fosters variation or leads to lock-in. In doing so, the paper addresses
longstanding debates in the literature that tend to dichotomize routines as either stable or
flexible or conceptualize adaptability in terms of broad dynamic capabilities (Wenzel et al.,
2021), without unpacking the performative mechanisms through which adaptability emerges
(Feldman et al., 2021).

Third, the study advances recent critiques of "artefact centrism" (D’ Adderio, 2008) by
emphasizing that agile frameworks, such as Scrum or Design Thinking, do not inherently
produce agility. Rather, such frameworks function as artifacts that acquire meaning only
through their repeated and situated enactment. This view extends research on technology-in-
practice (Orlikowski, 2000) and underlines the importance of micro-level, situated
performances in shaping organizational capabilities. Agile routines, therefore, are not agile
because of what they prescribe, but because of how they are enacted over time.

Taken together, these contributions are synthesized in Table 1, which contrasts the two

core mechanisms. The table illustrates that the agility of a routine cannot be inferred from its
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formal design alone but must be understood as a dynamic result of how it evolves through
repeated performance.

The distinction drawn here between frequency and variation adds precision to existing
studies that call to not treat agile routines as inherently flexible (Renzl et al., 2021; Ritter et al.,
2021; Sailer et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025). Rather than positioning agile
methods as fixed “solutions,” this paper shows how their agility effects depend on how routines
are performed and varied — and whether these variations gain stability through repetition.
Implications for Practice
Practitioners often adopt agile methods with the goal of increasing flexibility (Harraf et al.,
2015). This paper cautions that such flexibility does not arise from frameworks per se, but from
how routines are enacted over time. Structures like retrospectives or daily stand-ups only
support agility if they remain open to variation — which necessitates repetition. If such routines
are merely repeated without adjustment, they may stabilize unproductive paths.

Agility, then, requires structuring for action: creating space not just for reflection, but
for variation to be performed. This resonates with findings from Rerup and Feldman (2011) that
highlight the importance of attending to anomalies in routine performance — but also acting
upon them. It also points to the need for leaders to actively manage constraint dynamics —
ensuring that time pressure or cognitive overload do not suppress performative deviation.
Conclusion
In sum, this paper provides a processual, practice-based account of how organizations become
truly agile by enacting and re-enacting agile routines. It shows that agility is not delivered by
frameworks but emerges through the careful navigation of frequency and variation. By
foregrounding the dual mechanisms of iterative shortening and expanding/contracting paths
and, it clarifies how routines become engines of adaptability — or inertia — over time. In doing

so, it advances the understanding of agility as a dynamic and situated unfolding process.
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APPENDIX

Figures
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Figure 1: Differences between Waterfall and Agile Approach in Performing / Patterning.
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Figure 2: Expanding and Contracting the Space of Possible Paths through Repetitive
Performance.
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Tables

through shorter cycles

Aspect Frequency: Iterative shortening Variation: Expanding and contracting
the space of possible paths
Explanation The frequency of routine The variety of possible paths changes
enactments rises
Mechanism Repetition happens more frequently | Repetition generates new combinations of

actions or results in reinforcement

Time perspective

Short-term adaptation through rapid
iteration

Long-term emergence of path diversity

Key concept

Routine clusters (resp. shorter
cycles, e.g., Scrum)

“Space of possible paths” / Process
multiplicity

Table 1: Overview of concepts of becoming agile
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EXPLORING PROCESS MULTIPLICITY IN AGILE LEARNING ROUTINES:
HOW LEARNING PATHS CAN BE (RE-) CREATED

ABSTRACT

Agile methodologies have increasingly permeated educational contexts, offering dynamic and
responsive alternatives to traditional instructional approaches. While prior research has
highlighted the benefits of agile teaching — such as flexibility, feedback-driven learning, and
student-centered inquiry — limited empirical attention has been given to the micro-dynamics of
how agile learning paths evolve over time. Drawing on routine dynamics as a process-
theoretical lens, this study examines how learning paths are enacted through iterative actions
by students and educators within agile teaching routines. Based on a case study within a
university context utilizing the Scrum framework, we identify six mechanisms —
exploratory/selective, feedback-driven, and corrective expansion and contraction — that shape
the space of possible learning paths. Our findings reveal that agile learning routines are not
static instructional models but evolving sequences of action characterized by recursive
dynamics of opening and narrowing. We show how expansion enables exploration and
complexity, while contraction fosters focus and coherence, with both mechanisms recursively
interacting to produce adaptive and structured learning paths. By conceptualizing agile learning
as the performative enactment of evolving paths, this study advances processual understandings
of educational design and highlights the centrality of student’s agency in co-constructing agile

learning environments.
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RELEVANCE OF AGILE TEACHING AND LEARNING CONCEPTS

Agile software development methodologies are pervasive in the industry, accompanied by a
substantial body of academic research and practitioner literature on organizational agility (e.g.,
Beck et al., 2001; Schwaber and Beedle, 2002; Harraf, Wanasika, Tate and Talbott, 2015;
Doénmez, Grote and Brusoni, 2016; Sharp and Lang, 2018; Mahringer and Danner-Schroder,
2025; Goh and Pentland, 2019; Ritter, Danner-Schréder and Miiller-Seitz, 2024; Armstrong
and Manitsky, 2023), having gained significant traction since the publication of the Agile
Manifesto in 2001 (Beck et al., 2001). Agile methodologies enhance flexibility and adaptability
by improving responsiveness to dynamic environmental and product requirements while
fostering collaboration and advancing developers' competencies (Beck et al., 2001). Given the
success of agile approaches, it is unsurprising that their principles have extended beyond
software development into diverse professional domains. In recent years, agile methodologies
have also permeated educational settings, where they are increasingly employed as innovative
teaching and learning frameworks (e.g., Chun, 2004; Krehbiel et al., 2017; Sharp and Lang,
2018; Taipalus, Seppanen and Pirhonen 2018;) where research can have practical impact
(Antonacopoupou, 2009). Agile teaching and learning prepare students for professional
environments by simulating real-world uncertainties within the university context, fostering
adaptability to shifting demands (Sharp and Lang, 2018; Taipalus et al., 2018). At the same
time, agile methodologies empower educators to navigate the unpredictability of students'
needs, particularly at the start of a course, by enabling iterative refinement of instructional
strategies for a more adaptive and student-centered learning experience (Krehbiel et al., 2017).

Traditional teaching methodologies often rely on rigid, lecture-based instruction, linear
curricula, and standardized assessments, which can limit student engagement, adaptability, and
practical skill development (Sharp and Lang, 2018). These conventional approaches emphasize
content delivery over interaction, promoting passive knowledge acquisition rather than active

learning (Krehbiel et al., 2017). In contrast, agile teaching methodologies, particularly those
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based on the Scrum framework, shift the focus toward iterative, student-centered learning by
integrating frequent feedback, self-organization, and team collaboration. Agile approaches
prioritize adaptability over prescriptive teaching, enabling students to refine their learning
strategies dynamically and fostering problem-solving, communication, and autonomy (Wolters,
2003; Krehbiel et al.,, 2017; Magana, Seah and Thomas, 2018; Sharp and Lang, 2018).
Moreover, while traditional models often emphasize individual achievement through high-
stakes assessments, agile learning frameworks encourage continuous improvement and
collective responsibility, better aligning academic experiences with the demands of
contemporary professional environments (Wolters, 2003; Krehbiel et al., 2017; Magana et al.,
2018; Sharp and Lang, 2018; Taipalus et al., 2018).

While agile teaching and learning methodologies have been explored at a conceptual
level (Wolters, 2003; Krehbiel et al., 2017; Magana et al., 2018; Sharp and Lang, 2018; Taipalus
et al., 2018), the specific mechanisms underlying the development of learning paths over time
remain insufficiently understood. Existing research highlights the iterative nature of agile
learning, emphasizing continuous feedback loops, student-driven inquiry, and adaptive course
structures (Krehbiel et al., 2017; Sharp and Lang, 2018). However, there is a lack of empirical
insights into how specific actions within agile frameworks shape the evolution of learning paths.
While studies suggest that agile approaches foster flexibility and responsiveness in learning
environments (Krehbiel et al., 2017, Sharp and Lang, 2018), a deeper understanding of the
evolution of learning paths — how students and educators refine, modify, and integrate
knowledge across multiple iterations — remains a critical research gap.

To this end, we draw on Routine Dynamics as a theoretical framework, a field concerned
with "the emergence, reproduction, replication and change of recognizable patterns of actions"
(Feldman, Pentland, D’ Adderio, Dittrich, Rerup and Seidl, 2021: 1). Organizational routines
have increasingly been conceptualized as dynamic processes, exhibiting substantial variability

with a clear focus on action as the driving force (Feldman, 2016; Feldman et al., 2021). Process
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multiplicity and alternative paths have recently entered the discourse within routine dynamics

(Goh and Pentland, 2019; Pentland, Mahringer, Dittrich, Feldman and Wolf, 2020; Feldman et

al., 2021), thus, we posit that this perspective provides a valuable lens to examine the structuring

and evolution of agile learning processes. Accordingly, this study seeks to advance research on

agile learning and teaching by exploring how learning paths can be created and recreated.
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Learning and Teaching in Education: From Summative to Formative Assessments

It is widely recognized that contemporary educational processes are not optimally aligned with
the complex and rapidly evolving demands of today's environments (Glen, Suciu and Baughn
2014). Predominantly, summative assessment frameworks remain prevalent, functioning as
terminal evaluations that assess learning progress within a specific teaching period. This
approach, characterized by its rigidity and limited adaptability, primarily captures a static
measurement of a student’s performance at a specific moment in time (Boston, 2002; Irons and
Elkington, 2021). Given its reliance on isolated snapshots of knowledge acquisition, it is
questionable whether such assessment methods adequately reflect the multifaceted nature of
complex skills and knowledge (Irons and Elkington, 2021). Consequently, educational
processes that adhere to summative assessment paradigms tend to prioritize the transmission of
structured, analytical knowledge, predominantly delivered through lectures and case studies,
and ultimately evaluated through presentations, written examinations, or standardized testing
(Boston, 2002; Glen et al., 2014).

This prevailing approach leaves students insufficiently prepared to navigate the
uncertainties and complexities of real-world environments (Bennis and O'Toole, 2005;
Waddock and Lozano, 2013). In contemporary contexts, means-end relationships are often
ambiguous, rendering the conventional reliance on functional and analytical skills inadequate

for addressing the multifaceted challenges that arise (Glen et al., 2014). Moreover, as

69



summative assessment formats are predominantly educator-centered and lecture-based, they
have been criticized for being overly systematic and restrictive (D'Souza and Rodrigues, 2015).

To overcome these challenges, alternative assessment approaches have demonstrated
their effectiveness in enhancing existing learning processes. Formative assessments, which
incorporate diagnostic evaluations through continuous feedback from both educators and
students, are designed to facilitate adaptive teaching adjustments throughout the learning
process (Black and Wiliam, 1998). By fostering greater flexibility and adaptability, formative
approaches dismantle rigid educational structures, allowing for a more dynamic and responsive
learning environment (Van Gog, Sluijsmans, Joosten-ten Brinke and Prins, 2010). As a result,
multiple learning paths can emerge, offering diverse possibilities to achieving desired
educational outcomes, which can be actively shaped by both educators and students (Van Gog
et al., 2010).

A powerful approach to formative assessments in education is the use of agile learning
and teaching methodologies, which emphasize continuous feedback, iterative improvements,
and student-driven inquiry to enhance learning outcomes (Krehbiel et al., 2017). A foundational
tenet of this approach is the prioritization of process over static content, aligning with the Agile
Manifesto for Teaching and Learning, which advocates for adaptability over predefined
instructional methods, collaboration over individual achievements, and student-driven inquiry
over passive knowledge transmission (Krehbiel et al., 2017). Agile classrooms leverage
structured frameworks such as Scrum, including sprint planning, and retrospectives, enabling
students to refine their work through iterative cycles of improvement (Pope-Ruark, 2012). This
iterative nature not only shifts assessment models from traditional summative evaluations to
formative, feedback-driven assessments but also ensures that learning remains dynamic,
responsive, and deeply engaging, promoting metacognitive development and critical thinking
(Black and Wiliam, 1998). Empirical studies indicate that agile learning significantly enhances

student autonomy, motivation, teamwork, and accountability, with students demonstrating
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greater investment in their learning processes and improved problem-solving abilities (Krehbiel
et al.,, 2017; Magana et al., 2018). Moreover, agile teaching methodologies offer educators
greater flexibility in course design and instructional delivery, allowing real-time adaptations
based on student progress and engagement levels (Sharp and Lang, 2018). Despite its numerous
benefits, further research is required to systematically evaluate the long-term impact of agile
learning on knowledge retention, skill acquisition, and the evolution of personalized learning
pathways (Krehbiel et al., 2017; Sharp and Lang, 2018).

Despite growing interest in agile teaching and learning, there is still a lack of
understanding regarding how learning paths evolve over time. While existing research
highlights continuous feedback, iterative improvements, and student-driven inquiry to enhance
learning outcomes, it remains unclear how specific actions shape the evolution of these paths
and how students and educators continuously refine and adapt their learning paths. Routine
dynamics offers a valuable perspective in addressing this gap, as it has already engaged with
both the concept of paths — defined as “time-ordered sequences of actions or events in
performing work™ (Goh and Pentland, 2019: 1901) — and agile management practices (Goh and
Pentland, 2019; Ritter et al., 2024; Mahringer and Danner-Schrdder, 2025). By focusing on how
routines emerge, change, and stabilize over time, routine dynamics provides a framework to
better understand the structuring and evolution of learning paths in agile education. This
perspective enables a more nuanced analysis of how iterative feedback loops, self-organization,
and adaptation contribute to sustainable and effective learning processes.

Towards Understanding Agile Learning and Teaching Routines as Evolving Paths

Routine dynamics is grounded in a strong process ontology (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002; Hernes,
2014; Langley and Tsoukas, 2016), emphasizing the role of actions in the continuous formation
and evolution of paths (Feldman and Pentland, 2003). In alignment with Feldman’s (2016)
framework, routine dynamics differentiates between performing and patterning. Performing

refers to "one specific enactment of a specific path" (Pentland et al., 2020: 9), capturing the
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situated and temporally bound execution of routines. In contrast, patterning denotes the
"process of forming and reinforcing paths through repeated performances" (Pentland et al.,
2020: 9), illustrating how actions accumulate over time to create recognizable structures. By
foregrounding actions, research on routine dynamics has shown that effortful performances
manifest as either standardized, reinforcing established patterns, or change, introducing novel
variations that alter routines and organizational outcomes (Danner-Schroder and Geiger, 2016;
Feldman, Pentland, D’ Adderio and Lazaric, 2016; Feldman et al., 2021). This dual emphasis
on repetition and change positions routine dynamics as a powerful lens for examining the
dynamic interplay between structure and agency in evolving work practices.

The concept of paths is central to routine dynamics, as it captures the temporal unfolding
of sequential actions within organizational routines. Paths represent a “possible sequence of
actions of how a process could unfold” (Pentland et al., 2020, p. 9) and can be distinguished
between “possible” and “actualized” paths (Pentland, Yoo, Recker and Kim, 2022). This
distinction highlights that paths materialize through enactment while simultaneously revealing
alternative ways of performing routines. Furthermore, the dynamics of paths are shaped by two
opposing mechanisms: expansion, where new actions generate additional pathways, and
contraction, which occurs when certain paths are eliminated, thereby reducing the range of
viable alternatives (Pentland et al., 2020). Recognizing the multiplicity of paths within routines
allows for a deeper understanding of how routines evolve over time, balancing standards with
adaptability in response to changing conditions.

Routine dynamics provides a strong lens for studying agile routines, as prior research
has already explored their patterns and adaptations. For instance, one study examines how agile
routines shape performances by prioritizing a single temporal focus — past, present, or future —
for efficiency, while highlighting the challenges of integrating multiple orientations, which
necessitate reflection and anticipation for adaptation (Ritter et al., 2024). Another study

explores the interplay between routine dynamics and interface design, offering a nuanced
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understanding of how agile practices influence the structuring and evolution of interdependent
work processes (Mahringer and Danner-Schroder, 2025). Yet another study shows how agile
routines in interdependent clusters evolve, with emergent performances introducing variation
thereby disrupting coordination, while effortful ones reinforce patterns and enhance
adaptability (Sailer, Loscher and Kaiser, 2024). A final study already integrates agile routines
with the concept of paths, examining how sequences of actions emerge, evolve, and change
over time. The authors show how enacted patterns shape both flexibility and structure in work
processes, highlighting that iterative adaptation expands available paths, while standardization
and constraints contract them. This perspective offers insights into how organizations navigate
path dynamics to balance stability and change in agile environments (Goh and Pentland, 2019).

In sum, agile routines are not fixed processes but dynamic sequences of actions (paths)
that evolve through repetition and adaptation. Agile routines evolve through path dynamics,
expanding through feedback and experimentation or contracting through standardization and
focus. This balance ensures adaptability while maintaining structure. Following this, agile
learning and teaching routines emerge through performing paths, which can expand or contract
through iterative feedback and self-organization, shaping adaptability and structure over time.
Viewing agile learning and teaching routines through routine dynamics highlights how
continuous refinement fosters both flexibility and coherence in education.

METHODS AND RESEARCH SETTING

To explore how the actions of educators and students affect the space of possible learning paths,
we selected an educational domain where recurring, agile teaching and learning concepts can
be identified. Following existing studies on organizational routines, we ultimately opted for a
qualitative, case study research design (Yin, 2014) to develop theory-building insights and
address the research question posed since this approach has proven essential for theorizing

routine dynamics (Dittrich, 2021).
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The study was conducted in the context of the Scrum framework, an agile method that
is based on iterations and cyclically approaches the overall result through the creation of
increments. Scrum and agile methods stem originally from software development (Schwaber
and Sutherland, 2020). To enable students to experience Scrum as one of the most established
agile organizational forms and management method in university, courses at the Agile
University (a pseudonym of the university used for anonymization purposes) in Germany have
been redesigned so that students can apply the Scrum framework during their own learning
activities and thus learn agile principles and methods. The associated effort of the project in

hours can be seen in Table 1.

Insert Table 1 about here

An agile teaching concept was developed for students for the first time in the winter
term 2022/2023, whereby the students had to work on a case study, which is enacted through
the Scrum framework. This means that the sprint cycles have a duration of two weeks and
include the a sprint backlog routine (writing tasks that have to be fulfilled of the group across
all sprints), the sprint planning routine (planning the next sprint and choosing tasks from the
backlog for the upcoming sprint), a weekly routine (instead of a daily; 15 min meeting to keep
group members up to date) as well as an interim review routine (presenting results of the sprint)
and final review routine (presenting results of all sprints; Schwaber and Sutherland, 2020). A
retrospective routine (reflecting group dynamics of the past sprint) was also conducted once
during the course (Schwaber and Sutherland, 2020). The main iteration or working cycle is
called a sprint. An overview of the Scrum framework can be found in Figure 1. Further

information concerning the specific routines is also listed in Table 1.
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Insert Figure 1 about here

The concept encompasses various roles — the educator took on the role of a learning
owner (in the industrial context, product owner) and thus served as professional knowledge
carrier as well as assignment provider. The research associates assumed the role of Scrum
masters and thus supported the students on a methodological level. And the Scrum teams
consisted of the students (in the industrial context development teams) to work on the learning
tasks.

In the beginning of each course, the students had one week to fill their learning backlogs
(product backlog in an industrial context) with 40-60 learning items (user stories in an industrial
context). A digital software called "WeKan" was used for the learning board. Subsequently,
the sprint planning for the 1st sprint took place. Afterwards, the self-organized working time
started and after one week, a 15-minute weekly (daily in an industrial context) meeting took
place with the Scrum masters for each group. After another week, an interim review took place,
in which the groups presented their interim results in a presentation. After the interim
presentation, the student groups received feedback from the learning owner and the Scrum
masters on their status. Afterwards, the second sprint planning took place, in which the student
groups planned their second sprint and were able to implement the feedback from the interim
review. At the beginning of the second sprint, a retrospective was held in each group to reflect
on the group work and efficiency of the first sprint. A week later, another weekly, and after
another week, the final review with a final presentation took place. Figure 2 provides an

exemplary overview of how the individual routines were carried out during the semester.

Insert Figure 2 about here
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Data Collection

To pursue our qualitative research design (Dittrich, 2021), the lead author collected data at the
Agile University, whereby we built on three data collection mechanisms: participant
observations, interviews, as well as secondary, archival, and digital trace data. While interviews
were limited to the initial 1.5 years to explore early participant experiences of the new course
design, data collection continued thereafter through observation and secondary, archival, and
digital trace data. All data collection methods helped us to understand how the actors and their
actions influenced the space of possible learning paths. The courses were partially conducted
in-person and digitally, with digital communication and processing tools also being used
simultaneously. All data were anonymized.

Participant observations. As part of the teaching team, we had unrestricted access and
insight into all meetings, lectures, and events of the observed courses at the AgilLe University.
After the first conceptualization of the teaching concept in the winter term 2022/2023, two more
semesters of courses were observed including both in-person and virtual interactions, so that
the observation period amounts to 1 year and 4 months. The observations took primarily place
in the courses with the students, but also in the conception phases of the project team. The
observations constitute the main basis of the data set, which comprises 598.45 hours of
observations and approximately 150 pages of field notes.

Interviews. The interviews were conducted in several waves during the first 1,5 years
— each with the actively participating students of the semester, resulting in a total of 146
interviews with a total transcript of approximately 320 pages. The interview iterations enabled
us to constantly adapt the questionnaire to new developments in the study. To be able to
interview all students, a written questionnaire with open-ended questions was conducted,
whereby it was possible to ask more detailed questions about the reasons when and why actors

adjusted the learning paths.
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Archival data. Secondary, archival, and digital data complement our dataset.
Secondary and archival data consist of various documents, such as presentation submissions or
news articles or blog entries on the project (approximately 200 pages). Furthermore, digital
trace data were collected, such as the learning board, in which the students documented their
steps and made their progress transparent — resulting in approximately 150 pages of notes.

Data Analysis

In the present study, we pursued an inductive and iterative approach (Strauss and Corbin, 1990;
Locke, Feldman, and Golden-Biddle, 2020) to analyze the collected data. The utilization of
triangulating data sources augmented the validity of the dataset (Yin, 2014), which served as
the foundation for the subsequent analysis.

In an initial step, we employed MAXQDA 2022 to code the dataset focusing on actions
by actors (educators and students). As we were interested in paths, a ‘time-ordered sequence of
actions [. . .] in the process of accomplishing an organizational task’ (Goh and Pentland, 2019:
2), we clustered all actions that belonged to one path. To identify and differentiate paths, we
applied the method put forward by Kremser, Pentland and Brunswicker (2019): Actions were
coded to belong to the same path if they created an immediately relevant context for each other,
meaning the actions were reflective of one another (Kremser and Schreyogg, 2016; Kremser et

al., 2019). For example, trace data provided, the following actions:

“Start PowerPoint presentation”

“Presentation slides are divided up in the group”

“Create slides for 1st Review”

“Prepare slides...” (Theoretical basics; problem-solving concepts; outlook; case
presentation)

“Insert content into individual slides”

“Revise slides”

“Create a logo”

“Discuss colors and format”

“Discussion of the presentation design”

“PowerPoint presentation: transfer to Canva (tool)

“Animate presentation”

“Merge the modified slides in Canva and create standardized design”
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In a second step, these clusters of actions belonging to one path, allowed us to create
and visualize each path. For this purpose, we employed narrative networks (Pentland and
Feldman, 2007) as our analytical method. Narrative networks are analytical representations that
trace sequences of actions carried out by actors over time (Feldman, 2016). These networks (or
paths in our case, this is) allowed us to map the actions carried out by various actors on a path
(see Danner-Schroder and Ostermann, 2022 for a similar approach). The connections between
these actions illustrate the temporal and logical flow of activity. Each action performed by an
actor constitutes a moment along a path (Danner-Schréder and Ostermann, 2022). As paths are
defined as time-ordered sequences of actions (Goh and Pentland, 2019), narrative networks
provide a means to identify and analyze these evolving paths. Following this, adding actions
can increase the number of paths, and removing actions can decrease the number of paths (Goh
and Pentland, 2019). When new paths were created, the space of possible paths expanded,
whereas the dismissal of paths contracted the space of possible paths (Pentland et al., 2020).
The visualization of these paths is illustrated in figures 6-8 and 10-12 in the findings.

In a third step, we conducted a more in-depth examination of the evolvement of paths.
This approach aimed not only to answer the "what-question" of whether learning paths expand
or contract, but also to explore the "how-question" by identifying the underlying mechanisms
responsible for altering the possible learning paths. Through this examination, we identified
various actions in which actors influenced the space of possible learning paths, which we coded
accordingly. Specifically, we identified three mechanisms for each, expanding and contracting
the space of possible learning paths (see Figures 3 and 4 for our coding approach). Expanding
is enabled through exploratory expansion, feedback-driven expansion and corrective expansion.
Contracting in contrast is enacted through selective contraction, feedback-driven contraction

and corrective contraction.
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Insert Figure 3 and 4 about here

FINDINGS

As a result of the data collected, we present and analyze our results below based on various
vignettes. Amidst our observations, we have scrutinized mechanisms that entail expanding and
contracting the space of possible learning paths and dynamics between both possibilities. We
begin by showing which mechanisms expand the space of possible learning paths, before
showing which mechanisms contract the space of learning paths. We then show the dynamics
between these two possibilities.

Expanding the Space of Possible Learning Paths

Vignette 1: Exploratory expansion — students expand their paths early due
uncertainty. In the session "Introduction to Agile Working", the learning assignments and the
Scrum process were presented by the educator Diana. Moreover, Martin an industry cooperation
partner, explained the case study, in which the students should outline a strategic plan to
leverage artificial intelligence and automation to expand use cases of drone hardware or
software to open new revenue streams. Afterwards the students were supposed to create the
learning backlog, which is a list of tasks (learning items). As group 1 was not sure whether to
work out a software or hardware solution, they created two paths “research software
capabilities” as well as “research hardware capabilities” with respective learning items (see

Figures 5 and 6).

Insert Figure 5 and 6 about here

Analysis. The example of group 1 illustrates how learning paths in agile education are

not predetermined but emerge dynamically as students navigate uncertainty and refine their
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approach through iterative decision-making and action. Initially, the learning assignment was
presented in an abstract manner, reflecting the complex and adaptive nature of real-life
circumstances allowing for many different possibilities. Group 1 was confronted with an early-
stage ambiguity regarding whether to pursue a hardware or software solution, leading them to
expand their learning paths by formulating learning items for two paths “research software
capabilities” and “research hardware capabilities”. One student described this process, stating:

“We discussed the different possibilities as we were not that familiar with all of them. At the

beginning, we will therefore have to discuss all of them in more detail so that we can decide on

one later.”

This statement highlights how learning outcomes emerge sequentially, with each action
broadening and refining the available paths. Instead of immediately converging on a single path,
the group allowed for exploratory learning, where options were generated through elaboration
and discussion rather than being predefined by external structures. The decision to explore both
paths reflects an open learning approach, where multiple pathways are initially considered
before focusing on a specific outcome.

Vignette 2: Feedback-driven expansion — students adjust based on external feedback.
After the first review, the students received feedback from Diana. In the case of group 7, Diana
told them that she liked how the group worked on the case study, but that they should not forget
to underpin the results theoretically. In general, group 7 nodded their heads, whereupon Leon
said that they were not even aware that they should substantiate all results with theories and
that they had overlooked this point of the assignment. In the next sprint planning the group
started to think about which theories they could use for the underpinning in their assigned
learning chapters and wrote new learning items in their learning board in this regard to

incorporate these theories and implement the feedback from Diana (see Figure 7).
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Insert Figure 7 about here

Analysis. The feedback from Diana served as a pivotal moment for group 7, prompting
them to reconsider and expand their learning paths by integrating theoretical foundations into
their previously practice-oriented approach. Initially, the group had focused on applied aspects
of the case study without systematically linking their results to theoretical concepts. However,
during the sprint review, they received feedback highlighting this gap, leading to an expansion
of their learning paths. One student described this shift by stating,

“We developed new ideas especially after the review because we got feedback on our

performance so far and we knew what we had to focus on more. In some cases, we also had to

work on items again to incorporate the theory even more closely.”

This expansion was not arbitrary but focused, as the group responded to the feedback
by the educator. Rather than adding unrelated elements, the expansion focused on extending
their analysis by incorporating theories that complemented their prior work. The space of
possible learning paths expanded, allowing the group to navigate different theoretical
perspectives while refining their understanding of the case study. The key mechanism driving
this expansion was feedback-driven reorientation, which allowed the students to redefine their
learning focus and introduce new learning items that responded to the educator’s guidance. The
group’s response — adjusting their learning backlog in the next sprint planning — demonstrates
the iterative nature of agile learning routines. Instead of treating feedback as a one-time
correction, they integrated it into their workflow, ensuring that their approach to learning
remains adaptive and continuously evolving.

Vignette 3: Corrective expansion — students critically assess their own work. Group 9
is planning the structure of the final presentation during the working phase of the last sprint to

present the developed content as required by Diana. During the sprint, however, the group is
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realizing that the planned structure, following Diana's universal presentation template, does not
align with the actual content they are working on. The team members of group 9 decide to adjust
the learning items again with the intention that the design is representing the learning content.
Group 9 thinks that a more creative design would fit the learning content better, so they want
to develop their own format template and open a new learning path with learning items (see

Figure 8).

Insert Figure 8 about here

Analysis. The example of group 9 illustrates how learning paths in agile education are
not predetermined but dynamically adjust in response to emerging needs. Initially, the group
followed a structured approach by aligning their presentation with Diana’s universal template,
adhering to a contracted path where external constraints shaped their learning path. However,
as they progressed, they recognized a misalignment between the template and their actual
content, prompting them to reassess their own work. This realization led to a focused expansion
of their learning path, demonstrating that changes in direction within a sprint can be initiated
not only by educators but also by the students themselves when planned paths no longer fit
evolving learning processes. One student described this process, stating,

“For the most part, previously agreed-upon processes and tasks were adhered to during the
sprint, but in some cases new tasks and ideas arose during the meetings online, such as a change
in the design of the slides or in the design of individual slides of the presentation for the final

review.”

This statement highlights how the group actively expanded their learning paths by
questioning and reconfiguring their existing paths. This expansion was about breaking free from
an externally imposed structure that no longer aligned with their evolving content. This

expansion represents adaptive learning, where students actively adjust their approach within an
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ongoing process. One student described this process as an interplay of individual work, small
group discussions, and iterative adjustments, stating,
“At least within the sprints, most of the adjustments came from within: through the interplay of
working on learning items in individual work or small groups and then building on them after
discussing them in the group acted as a permanent development process.”

This underscores the endogenous adaptability of students, highlighting that while
feedback from educators plays a role, the primary driver of change emerged from within the
group itself. The adjustments made during the sprint were not dictated externally but rather
developed collaboratively, reinforcing the self-organizing nature of agile learning.

Comparison of the three vignettes: different forms of expanding learning paths. The
three vignettes illustrate how agile learning and teaching routines evolve dynamically through
path expansion. Each case demonstrates a distinct mechanism by which students adjust, refine,
and structure their learning processes, shaped by different triggers and forms of adaptation.

Group 1 represents a self-driven exploratory learning process, where students navigate
uncertainty by expanding their learning paths to explore several possibilities. Group 7
exemplifies feedback-driven refinement, where an external review prompts the expansion of
learning paths by incorporating new theoretical elements. Group 9, on the other hand,
demonstrates self-organized realignment, in which students critically assess prior work and
construct a new path to ensure alignment with their learning goals.

These differences highlight that learning paths in agile environments are neither linear
nor predetermined. Instead, they emerge iteratively, balancing adaptability and structure based
on uncertainty, external feedback, or the need to reflect upon existing paths. Table 2 provides

an overview.

Insert Table 2 and Figure 9 about here
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Figure 9 graphically illustrates the mechanisms of exploratory, feedback-driven and
corrective expansion, showcasing the inherent adaptability of learning paths through the
expansion mechanism and its implications on the space of potential learning paths (see Figure
9).

Contracting the Space of Possible Learning Paths

Vignette 4: Selective contraction — students decide the sequential order of paths. In
the sprint planning, group 2 considered which learning items they would like to work on in the
upcoming sprint. Anna suggested that since they will be doing a total of two sprints, they should
pull about half of the learning items into their sprint backlog to work on in the upcoming sprint.
In the learning board, they captured the specific learning items they need to work on to complete
their case study. Frederik responded that they could make the selection chronologically, so they
would prioritize and pull learning items into the sprint backlog first, that need to be finished
first. Alternatively, James suggests that they could also divide up all the tasks so that all the
tasks are processed from the beginning. After discussing the different approaches, group 2
decided to read and summarize the case study first and work on assignment 1 and save
assignment 2 and 3 for the next sprint, since assignment 2 and 3 build on the results of

assignment 1 (see Figure 10).

Insert Figure 10 about here

Analysis. In Group 2, a typical sprint planning routine can be observed, where team
members engage in strategic decision-making regarding the number of learning items they can
feasibly complete in the upcoming sprint. This process demonstrates how learning paths in agile
education contract through structured task sequencing, as students deliberately narrow their

immediate scope to enhance clarity and optimize workflow efficiency.
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At the heart of this contraction lies Anna’s suggestion to hold back half of the learning
items for the next sprint, which led the group to intentionally limit their possible actions in the
upcoming phase. By choosing to focus on a subset of tasks, group 2 restricted their immediate
learning paths, ensuring that certain actions were postponed to a later sprint rather than being
initiated prematurely. This deliberate structuring of their learning paths highlights how
contraction in agile learning routines is not about limiting possibilities but about creating a
logical, sequential learning process that builds upon prior knowledge. One student described
their reasoning behind this decision, stating:

“Our group only worked on the first two assignments in the first sprint cycle because we wanted

to finish them. We made this split like this because we didn't want to start tasks partially and

then have to sit down at them again in the second sprint. In the second sprint, we worked on task

3 and created the presentation.”

This statement underscores that this contracting mechanism was not a restriction of
learning per se, but rather a temporary contracting — a form of temporal sequencing that
deferred, rather than excluded, certain actions. The group intentionally delayed learning paths
that required prior results, ensuring the paths unfolded in a logically sound order. Frederik’s
suggestion to prioritize based on task dependencies and James’ alternative of full task
distribution highlight the deliberative process that preceded this contraction. It enables students
to manage complexity, respect task logic, and preserve workflow momentum by narrowing
their immediate focus.

The group’s experience also illustrates that path contraction is not solely a pre-planned
mechanism but remains adaptable during the sprint itself. As students engaged with their
learning items, they encountered interdependencies that further refined their workflow,

requiring additional adjustments. One student described this dynamic shift, explaining:

“For example, we had divided all the learning items into sub-items and already assigned them

in the first sprint. However, during processing, it rapidly became apparent that some of the
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learning items built on each other and that results were required to continue with the next

learning item. For this reason, we postponed learning task 3.”

This reflection highlights how learning path contraction is not static but continuously
adjusted based on emerging dependencies. Although the group initially structured their sprint
around a specific sequence, task interdependencies necessitated further refinements, reinforcing
the iterative nature of agile learning routines.

Vignette 5: Feedback-driven contraction — students adjust based on external
feedback. In the first review, group 8 presented that they had looked at various industries — e.g.,
nature reporting, medical sector, etc. —as areas of operation for drones to generate new revenue
streams. They looked at the advantages and disadvantages as well as existing areas of operation.
However, since the task includes dealing with a specific example, group 8 received feedback
from Diana that they should focus on one industry in the next sprint to have enough time to
work out this example in detail. Moreover, Diana emphasizes that they should already have
chosen one example due to the time they had in the first sprint, and they are not fulfilling the

expectations of Diana so far (see Figure 11).

Insert Figure 11 about here

Analysis. The example of Group 8 illustrates how learning paths in agile education
contract through feedback-driven refinement, ensuring that students transition from broad
exploration to focused, in-depth analysis. Initially, the group engaged in an expansive learning
approach, exploring multiple industries — including nature reporting, the medical sector, and
other drone applications — to assess potential revenue streams. While this approach allowed for
a broad understanding of different operational contexts, it lacked specificity, preventing the

group from fully addressing the task's requirements.
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During the first review, Diana provided feedback that prompted a necessary contraction
of their learning paths. She advised the group to focus on a single industry in the next sprint,
ensuring they had enough time to develop their case study in detail. This was also acknowledged
by the students:

“The feedback on the case study helped us a lot to understand which focus we should choose as

a group.”

This directive emphasized the importance of depth over breadth, highlighting that their
initial expansion, while useful for contextual understanding, was not aligned with the expected
task outcomes. Diana further expressed that the group should have already made this decision
in the first sprint, signaling a misalignment between the students' learning trajectory and the
expected sprint progress.

The contraction of learning paths in this case was not arbitrary but served a critical
function in optimizing the group’s workflow and task execution. By shifting from broad
industry exploration to a detailed case focus, the students ensured that their analysis met both
qualitative depth and time constraints. Ultimately, this vignette demonstrates how feedback
serves as a mechanism for learning path contraction, ensuring that students refine their focus to
meet learning objectives effectively:

“In the second sprint, we focused even more on the theory, as the feedback showed that this was

still lacking.”

Vignette 6: Corrective contraction — students reassess their work. Group 3 has to find
an ideal organizational structure for the company named in the task. The team members of
group 3 decide to split themselves into subgroups during the sprint to work on the task, because
Lena thinks that it is difficult to work on that complex task with 7 people. In the weekly, group
3 shares their current work progress. They notice that although the defined subgroups are
working on the same task, they put forward different solutions that must reconciled due to

overlaps in content and in terms of the overall solution. Since the weekly meeting has a 15-
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minute time frame, the students agree to have a follow-up meeting to discuss the different
perspectives and come to a common consensus for the organizational structure. They then went
through the sub-results to find a common ground and build on this in the next steps (i.e., creating

presentation slides; see Figure 12).

Insert Figure 12 about here

Analysis. The example of Group 3 illustrates a coordination-based contraction in agile
education, in which students reduce complexity and align previously divergent learning paths
through collaborative synchronization. At the start of the sprint, the group faced the complex
task of designing an ideal organizational structure for a company. To manage the workload
efficiently, they split into subgroups — an initial expansion strategy that allowed multiple ideas
and perspectives to emerge in parallel.

However, during the Scrum weekly, the group recognized that their partial solutions
overlapped and diverged in content and structure. Although each subgroup had worked toward
the same goal, they had taken different paths, resulting in inconsistencies that threatened the
coherence of the final product. The realization that uncoordinated exploration had created
inefficiencies was prompting a structured process of convergence. One student reflected on this
phase, stating:

“We were working rather inefficiently during the first sprint (...) and tried to work out a

collective path within the group.”

This insight triggered a learning path contraction, not by eliminating creative
contributions outright, but by filtering, refining, and consolidating ideas into a coherent shared
direction. The group scheduled a follow-up meeting beyond the Scrum weekly to discuss
overlaps and synthesize their sub-results. This follow-up process facilitated a collaborative

realignment, ensuring that the project continued with one unified and feasible solution.
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A key feature of this contraction process was the elimination of infeasible or redundant
actions. The review of learning items and case study solutions prompted a selective reduction
of possibilities, as the group filtered out less viable ideas and refined their collective approach.
One student described this iterative adjustment, stating:

“It happened from time to time that an idea for a learning item was discarded. When solving the

case study, it was often small things that were adjusted or discarded when discussing the learning

items within the group. When planning the presentation, there were also ideas that were
discarded, because better solutions could be found through discussions in the group.”

This highlights how contraction is not simply a constraint but a necessary mechanism
to optimize workflow efficiency. Contraction ensured that only the most refined and effective
solutions were retained.

Comparison of the three vignettes: different forms of contracting learning paths. The
three vignettes illustrate how agile learning routine evolve dynamically through path
contraction. Each case illustrates a unique mechanism in which students narrow down, refine,
and structure their learning processes, shaped by different triggers and selective constraints.

Group 2 exemplifies a contraction-based learning process, where students temporarily
defer certain learning paths to focus on a smaller, more manageable set in the present. Group
8 represents a feedback-driven refinement, where an external review triggers the contraction of
learning paths by pointing out that too many cases have been prepared. Group 3 demonstrates
a self-organized realignment, as students critically reassess their previous work and actively
close off certain paths to ensure consistency with their learning goals.

These differences illustrate again that learning paths in agile environments are neither
linear nor predetermined. Instead, they unfold iteratively, striking a balance between
adaptability and structure — shaped by sequential order, external feedback, or the need to

reassess existing paths. Table 3 provides an overview.
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Insert Table 3 and Figure 13 about here

Figure 13 graphically illustrates the mechanisms of temporal and directed contraction,
showcasing the inherent flexibility of learning paths through the contracting mechanism and its
implications on the space of potential learning paths.

Dynamics Between Expansion and Contraction of Learning Paths

While expansion and contraction have been described as distinct mechanisms shaping learning
paths, agile learning environments are characterized by their dynamic interplay. These
processes often alternate or occur in sequence, reflecting the iterative nature of agile practices.
Typically, a phase of expansion is followed by a contraction, where students refine, narrow, or
consolidate their work. Conversely, contraction can also create the conditions for new
expansions when gaps, uncertainties, or misalignments are revealed.

In many cases, expansion serves as a necessary precursor to contraction. For instance,
Group 1’s exploratory expansion led them to investigate both hardware and software
capabilities due to early uncertainty. While vignette 1 ends with this open-ended phase, it
clearly set the stage for an eventual contraction: once a clearer understanding had emerged, the
group decided on one path, discarding the other — a classic transition from expansion to
contraction. This pattern shows how initial ambiguity demands openness and therewith

expansion, while progress requires narrowing the focus, hence contraction.

A similar dynamic is seen in Group 7, where feedback-driven expansion initiated the
incorporation of theoretical foundations. This likely expanded their paths and increased
complexity. However, as theoretical frameworks are explored, the team had to refocus their
efforts, deciding on key theories matching their practical case study. The expansion here is thus

followed by a contraction, in which a coherent narrative is developed.
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In other cases, contraction processes themselves create the need for expansion. For
example, Group 8 experienced feedback-driven contraction when Diana advised them to focus
on one industry. This narrowing of scope demanded a deeper exploration of the selected sector,
hence expanding through new paths for this specific sector. Here, contraction did not end the
learning process but reoriented it, giving rise to a more focused form of expansion.

Similarly, Group 3’s corrective contraction, where overlapping subgroup outputs were
consolidated, allowed the team to develop a shared structure. This contraction, while reducing
redundancy, enabled the group to expand again with greater clarity— developing new paths for
creating the slides in accordance with their revised structure. The contraction eliminated
misalignment but opened space for creative development within a common structure.

These examples illustrate that agile learning paths do not simply expand or contract in
isolation. Instead, learning unfolds through a rhythmic alternation of expansion and contraction.
The group’s transition from an open-ended exploration phase (expansion) to a structured, in-
depth analysis (contraction) illustrates how agile learning routines balance flexibility with
structured progression, ensuring that students navigate their tasks efficiently while maintaining
responsiveness to emerging guidance and constraints. This oscillation between opening and
closing phases is not a flaw but a core feature of agile learning, allowing students to remain
responsive to complexity, uncertainty, and feedback. Expansion enables creativity and
exploration; contraction ensures focus and direction. Figure 14 illustrates the different

dynamics between expansion and contraction of learning paths.

Insert Figure 14 about here
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DISCUSSION

Our research contributes to the conceptualization of learning path multiplicity by shifting the
focus from static representations of educational design to a dynamic understanding of how
learning paths are enacted and evolve through practice (Geiger, 2009; Gherardi, 2009; Corradi,
Gherardi and Verzelloni, 2010). While existing scholarship on agile teaching emphasizes
flexibility, feedback, and student-centered inquiry (Pope-Ruark, 2012; Krehbiel et al., 2017;
Magana et al., 2018), little is known about the actual process through which multiple learning
paths evolve over time. Drawing on a processual lens rooted in routine dynamics (Feldman et
al., 2016; 2021), we argue that learning paths are not pre-given structures to be followed but
are constructed through sequences of situated actions carried out by both educators and
students. This perspective enables us to explore how agile teaching is not merely implemented
by educators but actively performed by educators and students alike. In doing so, our study
provides a granular account of how learning path multiplicity is constituted in practice, offering
new insights into the micro-dynamics of agile learning environments. Where we used to say,
‘That is agile learning and teaching’, we can now say, ‘These actions generate agile learning
and teaching as an evolving process.” Accordingly, agile teaching and learning do not have
agile structures, but become (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002) agile in their enactment.

Mechanisms Driving the Dynamics of Learning Paths

Our study reveals that agile learning routines are shaped by a dynamic alternation between two
constitutive mechanisms — expanding and contracting the space of possible learning paths
(Pentland et al., 2020). In particular, our findings reveal how learning paths expand through
exploration, feedback, and reflective correction, and contract through selection, feedback, or
reflective correction. These mechanisms, though analytically distinct, are deeply
interdependent in practice. Drawing on Tsoukas’ (2017) call to shift from disjunctive to
conjunctive theorizing, we argue that this alternation reflects a process of complexifying and

decomplexifying learning through enactment. In that sense, our findings align with Armstrong
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and Manitsky’s (2022) view that agility emerges from engaging with tensions rather than
applying best practices. Agile routines such as sprints and reviews act as dialectical tools,
enabling oscillation between openness and focus. In our study, this is reflected in the expansion
and contraction of learning paths.

Expansion emerges as a response to uncertainty, or newly introduced perspectives
through external feedback or internal reflection. It denotes moments of complexification, in
which students generate multiple pathways, integrate new theoretical or empirical elements,
and allow for the unfolding of possibility. In Tsoukas’ (2017) terms, expansion aligns with the
recognition that organizational — and by extension, educational-phenomena are nontrivial,
emergent, and situated. Whether driven by initial uncertainty (Group 1), external feedback
(Group 7), or critical self-reflection (Group 9), expansion represents a movement towards
richer, more differentiated learning possibilities. Exploratory expanding relies on actions to
generate new information and make cues available (Kramer, 2007; Pentland et al., 2020).
Feedback-driven and corrective expanding build on a constant updating process (Rudolph,
Morrison and Carroll, 2009; Christianson, 2019), either by external or internal reflections, to
question the current status of the process. Expanding builds on the idea that new learning input
can only be generated through action (Rudolph et al., 2009; Pentland et al., 2021), thereby
forming new paths.

Conversely, contraction entails a decomplexifying process that does not reduce
complexity in the sense of simplification, but rather distills it (Tsoukas, 2017). It denotes a
phase in which students refine their focus, eliminate infeasible paths, and structure their efforts
to ensure coherence and manageability. In line with Tsoukas’ (2017) notion of de-
complexification as selective distinction-making, it reorders the learning possibilities
previously surfaced during expansion. Whether contraction is driven by temporal sequencing
(Group 2), feedback constraints (Group 8) or corrective alignment (Group 3), it represents an

effort to render learning actionable. Selective contraction relies on actions to temporarily focus
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on only a few paths (Geiger, Danner-Schroder and Kremser, 2021; Mahringer and Danner-
Schroder, 2025), by only temporarily decomplexifying but to embrace total complexity.
Feedback-driven and corrective contracting build again on constant updating (Rudolph et al.,
2009; Christianson, 2019), but this time more questioning existing learning paths through active
doubt, thereby overcoming the risk of positive feedback loops (Kramer, 2007; Danner-Schroder
and Ostermann, 2022). Contracting builds on the idea that also reducing learning paths can only

be generated through action (Rudolph et al., 2009; Pentland et al., 2021), thereby closing paths.

The Dynamics of Learning Path Multiplicity

What emerges from our data is a thythmic interplay of expanding and contracting learning paths
— a continuous recalibration between opening up and narrowing down. This interplay reflects
recursive dynamics, in which stability and change are not opposed but co-constitutive (Feldman
and Pentland, 2003; Antonacopoulou and Chiva, 2007; Farjoun, 2010). Students are not merely
following predefined instructional scripts but enacting and reconfiguring their learning
environments through action. In this sense, expanding and contraction in agile learning are not
reductive but productive (Danner-Schroder and Ostermann, 2022).

Thus, the dynamics between expansion and contraction can be understood as a
pedagogical instantiation of conjunctive theorizing (Tsoukas, 2017), whereby students and
educators alike engage in an ongoing process of constructing, navigating, and resolving learning
possibilities. In this view, learning is not a linear progression from problem to solution (Sharp
and Lang, 2018) but a generative oscillation in which moments of expanding enable
exploration, and moments of contracting anchor understanding. This perspective challenges
traditional, summative educational models (Boston, 2002; Irons and Elkington, 2021) by
foregrounding processual and performative dimensions of learning — dimensions that are crucial
for cultivating adaptive, critical, and reflexive capacities in increasingly complex educational

and organizational contexts.
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A distinctive feature of agile learning environments is the structured rhythm of recurring
routines (Schwaber and Beedle, 2002; Ritter et al., 2024) — such as sprint planning, reviews,
and retrospectives — which actively mediates the transitions between expansion and contraction.
These routines function as temporal anchors that prompt expansion or contraction. For instance,
sprint planning sessions serve as deliberate moments of contracting, in which students assess
the scope of possible actions and selectively narrow their focus to what can feasibly be achieved
within a defined time frame. In contrast, sprint reviews may instigate either expansion or
contraction, depending on whether feedback reveals gaps that necessitate exploration
(expansion) or redundancies that require consolidation (contraction). In this sense, the structure
of agile learning routines fosters processual reflexivity, offering students recurring
opportunities to dynamically reconfigure their paths based on both internal developments and
external evaluations. These structurally embedded reflection points thereby facilitate the
oscillation between expanding and contracting mechanisms, reinforcing the adaptive and
evolving nature of learning in agile contexts.

Enacting Agency in Agile Learning: Students as Co-Constructors of Learning Paths

Building on this, our study demonstrates that the agile learning format significantly enhances
student agency (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998) by embedding students within a structure that
actively invites their participation in shaping the learning process. Rather than following pre-
scripted instructional pathways (Sharp and Lang, 2018), students engage in continuous
decision-making, reflection, and adaptation — directly influencing how, when, and what they
learn. Through mechanisms such as exploratory, feedback-driven or corrective expansion, or
selective, feedback-driven or corrective contraction students can adapt their approaches during
sprints and reviews, thus, they are not positioned merely as recipients but as producers of
learning paths. This enactment of agency is not abstract or individualistic but materially
grounded in tools (e.g., boards, templates) and temporally structured routines (e.g., sprint

planning, reviews), which scaffold yet do not determine the learning process. In this way,
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agency is enacted through action, allowing students to open, sustain, or close paths based on
evolving insights, goals, and constraints. The agile learning format thus fosters a shift from
compliance to co-creation, where learning becomes a situated, emergent, and collective
accomplishment. In line with this, Perriton and Hodgson (2012) argue that theory and practice
are relational and context-bound. Our findings illustrate this through the expansion and
contraction of learning paths, where students integrate doing and reflecting, thereby enacting a

space where knowledge and action co-emerge.
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APPENDIX

Figures

Figure 1: Overview of the Scrum framework
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Tables

Time
Project steps No. spent | Description

(h)
Preparation phase — Setting up the new course design
Development of basic concept of |/ 360 Two educators spent three weeks working
agile learning and teaching intensively on the basic concept of the project.
Continuous adaptation of the / 720 Four project participants discussed necessary
concept adjustments to the basic concept on a weekly

basis.

Teaching phase — Teaching according to the new course design

Sprint planning 22 33 A total of 22 sprint planning sessions of 90
minutes each took place. The students first
estimated their learning items according to
scope and complexity in group work and
dragged respective learning items into the
sprint backlog to define which tasks they want
to work on in the upcoming sprint. Finally,
the tasks were divided among the team
members.

Weeklies 125 31,25 |Across all groups, a total of 125 weeklies of
15 min each took place. Answering the
questions "What did [ work on last week?",
"What will I do in the coming week?" and "Is
there anything that hinders me from doing my
work?". This is intended to create
transparency between team members and
provide a basis for exchange. The weekly is
moderated by a Scrum master.

Reviews 14 30 A total of 8 interim reviews and 6 final
reviews took place. Interim reviews are
intended to present "unfinished" presentations
until the final review, when the learning
outcome is presented fully processed.

Feedback from learning owners and|/ 110 Students received frequent feedback after the

Scrum masters reviews as well as upon request and during
the various meetings.

Retrospective 36 16,2  |A total of 36 retrospectives of 45 min each

were performed. This is a review of past
collaboration to improve future teamwork.
The retrospective is moderated by a Scrum
master.

Evaluation phase — Evaluating the new course design

Feedback sessions with students |3 18 After each semester, there was a debriefing &
feedback session in each course.
Interviews 146 / Written interviews with the students took

place during each semester.

Table 1: Overview of the hours in the project
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Trigger for
expansion

Form of path
expansion

Description

actual learning needs.

reflection.

Exploratory | Uncertainty about the Broad exploration of Exploratory exploration
expansion | best approach or multiple options. allows students to
direction. generate and evaluate
different options.
Feedback- | External input Focused expansion Feedback-driven
driven highlighting gaps or based on external expansion allows
expansion | areas for improvement. | feedback. students to integrate
new perspectives,
knowledge or elements.
Corrective | Misalignment between | Focused expansion Corrective expansion
expansion | previous actions and based on internal allows students actively

refine their approach by
replacing or modifying
existing paths.

Table 2: Overview of the different expansion mechanisms

actual learning
outcomes.

reflection.

Trigger for Form of path o e
. . Description
contraction contraction
Selective Internal planning and Narrowing scope by Selective contraction
contraction | recognition of task deferring sequentially allows students to focus
dependencies. dependent tasks. on selected paths.
Feedback- | External input Focused contraction Feedback-driven
driven highlighting based on external contraction allows
contraction | misalignment with task | feedback. students to exclude
expectations or timing. elements.
Corrective | Misalignment between | Focused contraction Corrective contraction
contraction | previous actions and based on internal allows students actively

refine their approach by
dissolving existing
paths.

Table 3: Overview of the different contraction mechanisms

118




THIRD DISSERTATION PAPER

Strategic Connection Work: How the Patterning of Mundane

Routines Generates Strategic Consequentiality

Anja Danner-Schroder
Department of Business Studies and Economics, University of Kaiserslautern
Kathrin Lemm
Department of Business Studies and Economics, University of Kaiserslautern
Christian A. Mahringer

University of Stuttgart

119



Strategic Connection Work: How the Patterning of

Mundane Routines Generates Strategic Consequentiality

Abstract

This paper advances Strategy-as-Practice research by showing how strategic
consequentiality can emerge from mundane organizational routines. Drawing on a year-long
qualitative case study of an agile R&D department, we trace how a mundane, operational
Review routine gradually became a means of enacting the stakeholder visibility and orientation
of the entire R&D organization. We theorize this process of the Review routine becoming
strategically consequential through strategic connection work: the active work through which
actors create, strengthen, or weaken connections among actors, actions, ideas, and strategic
consequences. We identify three mechanisms — echoing, enabling, and engaging — and show
how they differ in their dynamics of connecting and patterning. Our findings reframe
organizations as large patterns of actions, in which any routine — regardless of initial labeling —
can acquire or lose strategic consequentiality depending on its situated connections over time.
Methodologically, we demonstrate the value of longitudinal process research for identifying

gradual changes in what counts as strategic.
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Introduction

Over the past decades, Strategy-as-Practice (SAP) research has broadened our understanding
of strategy by shifting attention from formal plans and documented strategies to the everyday
practices and routines through which strategies are created, enacted, and sustained
(Jarzabkowski, Balogun, & Seidl, 2007; Jarzabkowski, L&, Seidl & Vaara, 2025; Johnson,
Melin, & Whittington, 2003; Seidl, Ma & Splitter, 2024; Whittington, 2006). Rather than
viewing strategy as something organizations have, SAP scholars emphasize that strategy is
something people do (Feldman, 2024; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Seidl et al., 2024). This
shift has broadened the scope from top management and formal strategies toward a range of
practices and routines — such as product development and project management (Daymond,
Meisiek & Knight, 2024), frontline service interactions of museum tour guides (Balogun, Best
& L¢, 2015), or customer maintenance work by telecommunications engineers (Jarzabkowski,
Lé & Balogun, 2019) — that shape strategizing in often subtle and emergent ways.

Despite these advances, our understanding of how mundane, operational practices and
routines across the organization may become strategically consequential — particularly when
their strategic relevance is not pre-defined or when they are not explicitly framed as strategizing
routines (Grand & Bartl, 2019; Schwendener & Grand, 2024) — remains limited. As
Jarzabkowski et al. (2021) argue, SAP research usually focuses on practices and routines that
are associated with traditional strategy metrics (e.g., financial performance) or are labelled as
strategic by organizational actors (e.g., strategy workshops). This narrow focus risks
overlooking how even seemingly mundane, operational routines can become strategically
consequential (Li & Jarzabkowski, 2025). This concern echoes Chia’s and Holt’s (2023)
account, who caution against overly intentionalist views of strategizing. Instead, they
emphasize that strategies may emerge through everyday action. Against this backdrop, we ask
the research question: How can mundane operational routines become strategically

consequential over time?
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Our qualitative case study of an agile software development organization traces how the
Review routine evolved from a purely localized operational one into a strategically
consequential routine. Initially aimed at improving stakeholder participation in Reviews, the
routine gradually transformed through connections between actors and actions (Feldman &
Rafaeli, 2002; Sele, Mahringer, Danner-Schréder, Grisold & Renzl, 2024; Sele, Danner-
Schroder & Mahringer, 2025). This transformation was not the result of formal planning but
emerged through what we call strategic connection work — mechanisms through which actors
create, strengthen, or weaken connections among actors, actions, ideas, and strategic
consequences (Sele et al., 2024). Strategic connection work unfolds through three mechanisms:
echoing (creating shared understandings of problems in and expectations about routines),
enabling (providing resources, encouragement, and support to facilitate meaningful
connections), and engaging (imagining and changing routine patterns in ways that involve
further actors), which collectively rendered the Review routine strategically consequential.

Our findings contribute to SAP research in four important ways. First, we show how
operational routines can become strategically consequential. While SAP research has shown
that strategy is something people do (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Seidl et al., 2024), it has
mainly focused on practices and routines already labeled strategic (Jarzabkowski, Kavas &
Krull, 2021; Li & Jarzabkowski, 2024). We extend this agenda by revealing how mundane
routines — initially appearing purely operational — may become strategically consequential. Our
study unpacks how strategizing can emerge from the ground through the cumulative effects of
situated actions. In doing so, we show that strategizing is best understood as consequences of
performing and patterning routines.

Second, we conceptualize strategic connection work as the motor of strategic
consequentiality. We show that mundane routines become strategically consequential through
three mechanisms — echoing, enabling, and engaging — that differ both in their dynamics of

patterning and connecting. Echoing connects actors and actions by sharing understandings of
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problems and expectations while leaving routine patterns largely unchanged; enabling expands
actors’ capacity for future connections by providing resources and fostering imagined
possibilities of changing patterns; and engaging directly transforms routine patterns by actively
involving new actors in routine performances. Together, these mechanisms reveal how the
cumulative creation of connections shapes strategizing over time, demonstrating that strategic
consequentiality emerges not from isolated strategic acts but from the patterned dynamics of
routine performances.

Third, we contribute by showing that organizations can be understood as large patterns of
actions (Sele et al., 2024). From this perspective, all routines — regardless of whether they are
initially labeled operational or strategic — are composed of the same constitutive elements (i.e.,
actions and relations), yet their strategic consequentiality depends on their situated connections
within the evolving pattern of actions. A compartmentalized view that separates operational
from strategizing routines (Feldman, 2024; Grand & Bartl, 2019; Seidl, Grossmann-Hensel &
Jarzabkowski, 2021; Schwendener & Grand, 2024) fails to capture how mundane routines
reverberate across the organizational large pattern of actions, potentially rendering some
routines strategically consequential. By tracing routines within the large pattern of actions, we
show why the analytical separation of operational and strategizing routines is increasingly
untenable.

Fourth, from a methodological point of view, our study underscores how longitudinal
process research (Cloutier & Langley, 2020; Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas & Van de Ven, 2013)
reveals how mundane routines gradually gain (or lose) strategic consequentiality. Such
transformations can only be identified retrospectively, as it often remains uncertain whether a
routine will become strategic consequential. While this uncertainty may challenge the
ontological security (Giddens, 1984) of SAP scholars, pursuing it is vital for taking the SAP
agenda seriously and uncovering new ways of understanding how strategizing emerges

(Jarzabkowski et al., 2021).
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Theoretical Background

Strategy-as-Practice (SAP) marks a significant reorientation in strategic management
research by shifting focus from formal strategy descriptions to the situated practices and
routines of individuals engaged in strategizing (Balogun, Jacobs, Jarzabkowski, Mantere &
Vaara, 2014; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Vaara & Whittington, 2012). Rather than viewing
strategy as a formal plan devised by top managers, SAP conceptualizes strategy as something
people do in practice (Jarzabkowski, Balogun & Seidl, 2007; Whittington, 2006). Strategic
change, therefore, is not always the result of centralized decisions but can evolve through the
recursive adaptation of practices and routines. Drawing on practice theory, this perspective
emphasizes that strategy is socially and materially embedded, shaped through tools, discourses,
and interactions (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). Strategy, from this view, is not a product but
a process — one that is continuously performed and negotiated in practice. While the declared
ambition of the SAP agenda has been to take seriously the everyday doings of organizational
members, much of the empirical focus has remained tethered to activities readily classified as
strategic and often performed by conventionally recognized strategic actors (Jarzabkowski et
al., 2021; Li & Jarzabkowski, 2025) — yet, a small but growing body of scholars has either
studied, or more recently called for, a closer engagement with the more mundane, taken-for-
granted practices and routines through which strategizing emerges.

Strategizing: Towards the strategic in the mundane

Chia and MacKay (2007: 219) started to point out the importance of the mundane in
strategizing when they argued to give priority to an ‘immanent logic of practice’. The idea is
that strategizing is purposive without being guided by an overall purpose, and can therefore be
enacted unintentionally (Chia & Holt, 2006, 2023). Yet, this call to focus more closely on the
mundane and taken-for-granted dimensions of strategizing has only been partially taken up in
subsequent research. For instance, Balogun, Best, and Lé (2015) examined the mundane

practices of museum tour guides, showing how these frontline, non-managerial workers
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skillfully enact organizational strategy by engaging audiences and thereby bringing strategic
aims into being. Similarly, Jarzabkowski, Lé and Balogun (2019) illustrate how frontline
engineers, tasked with enacting a mandated strategy, confronted resistance from customers and
were compelled to adjust their everyday practices to carry out the envisioned strategy. As
another example, Regnér (2003) shows how strategizing that emerged at the organizational
periphery — initially embedded in ordinary business routines — propelled strategic issues forward
and ultimately became pivotal for formulating the final strategy at the organizational center.

Even though these studies have examined the mundane practices and routines of those actors
that are typically not regarded as strategists, these investigations have nonetheless largely
focused on the enactment of predefined strategies or on practices and routines already
recognizable as strategic at the outset of the research. In this sense, attention has remained
anchored in domains conventionally framed as strategic, rather than fully extending to the more
mundane, taken-for-granted practices and routines through which strategy may emerge in the
operational realm (Jarzabkowski et al., 2021; Li & Jarzabkowski, 2025). This tendency
privileges practices and routines that are already framed as strategic within the dominant
managerial realm, while marginalizing operational ones that, although less visible, may equally
become strategic consequential.

As Jarzabkowski et al. (2021) concede, despite its radical ambition to broaden strategy
beyond strategizing practices, and top management, SAP scholarship has ultimately failed to
fulfil this agenda. Consequently, the deeper radicalism of SAP’s roots — inspired by practice
theory’s emphasis on everyday, mundane practices and routines — remains underrealized.
Jarzabkowski et al. (2021) further say that advancing the SAP agenda requires a fundamental
rethinking of consequentiality. Rather than limiting consequentiality to the strategic outcomes,
directions, and survival of an organization (Johnson, Melin & Whittington, 2003), they call for
an orientation toward the indirect, often unintended effects of everyday, mundane practices and

the broader patterns of actions they engender (Jarzabkowski et al., 2021). Following this line
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of reasoning, our focus turns to the mundane and taken-for-granted dimensions of
organizational life as fertile ground for uncovering the subtle ways in which mundane practices

may become strategic.

Routine dynamics as a lens for understanding how the mundane becomes

Strategic

Against this backdrop, research on routine dynamics offers a particularly salient lens for
addressing the shortcomings in current SAP scholarship. Building explicitly on practice theory,
routine dynamics conceptualizes routines as a specific type of practice — task-oriented,
recurrent, sequentially organized and reflectively regulated (Feldman, D'Adderio, Pentland,
Dittrich, Rerup & Seidl, 2021). In line with this, routine dynamics emphasizes the
consequentiality of action (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011), showing that routines do not exist
apart from action but are continuously (re)constituted through their enactment, with their
development unfolding in the very process of performance. This also implies that outcomes and
attributes are always created in action (Sele et al., 2024), which means the labeling of a routine
as strategic does not derive from a formal classification but emerges in and through action.

Recent work further demonstrates that mundane, situated routines are consequential beyond
the routines themselves, as they (re)create broader organizational and societal patterns —
including patterns of strategizing (Grand & Bartl, 2019; Rerup & Feldman 2011; Schwendener
& Grand, 2014), social inequality and discrimination (Feldman & Pentland, 2022), and grand
challenges (Sele et al., 2024). This line of research emphasizes that each routine is
consequential for other routines, thus, stressing the importance of connections (Sele et al.,
2024). Routines create these connections between actors and actions (Feldman & Rafaeli,
2002), and even what matters in a given context (Sele et al., 2025) and they do so only in and
through action. Because these connections extend beyond any single routine, this perspective
reveals how mundane actions are highly consequential for larger organizational and societal

contexts (Sele et al., 2024). Moreover, patterning — that is ‘the impact of patterns on actions and
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the ongoing creation of patterns through actions’ (Feldman & Pentland, 2022: 850) — means
that these connections are not fixed but continuously reshaped (Sele et al., 2024). This is why
studying connections — who or what is linked, how ties are strengthened or weakened, and with
what consequences — is central for understanding how the mundane becomes consequential for
strategy.

Taken together, the routine dynamics perspective offers a powerful means to advance SAP
by revealing how strategizing and becoming consequential are not properties of predefined
strategic performances, but emergent enactments of routines, connections, and their continual

(re)patterning in practice.

Methods

Research setting

Our empirical study examines strategizing processes within AERO (‘Agile Enterprise
Resource (Planning) Organization’; a pseudonym), a software development organization. With
over 30 years of experience, operations across more than 65 locations worldwide, and more
than 2,000 employees, AERO specializes in enterprise resource planning (ERP) software. An
ERP system, which can be managed locally or in a cloud, centrally manages and connects all
key business processes — such as purchasing, production, sales, finance, and human resources
—within a company. Its purpose is to ensure efficiency, transparency, and data-driven decision-
making across the organization.

AERO has restructured its entire research and development (R&D) department around agile
organizational and development principles. Central to this transformation is the implementation
of the Scrum framework (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). Scrum is an agile framework that
enhances agility by fostering autonomous self-organization. Unlike traditional project
management, which seeks to plan projects from start to finish, Scrum structures work into short,

iterative ‘Sprints’ (typically two weeks). Each Sprint delivers concrete progress on external

127



stakeholder requirements or fixes. This makes Scrum especially important for managing
complexity and responding flexibly to change. Thus, AERO has created an agile, iterative
development environment that continuously patterns and re-patterns everyday actions, offering
arich setting to examine the emergence of strategizing from the mundane flow of organizational

life.

Data collection

We conducted a qualitative field study over a one-year period, combining multiple data
sources to capture the situated enactment of routines across the organization. The second author
started collecting data in the operational realm, observing mundane routines of the agile and
other development teams. Through prolonged immersion (Jarzabkowski et al., 2021), she began
to sense that there might be a connection between operational and managerial realms. In our
joint discussions, we considered this hunch (Feldman & Pentland, 2022; Jarzabkowski et al.,
2021; Locke, Feldman & Golden-Biddle, 2015) and decided that she should pursue it more
systematically. Following this decision, she expanded the scope of her data collection.
Following Jarzabkowski et al.’s (2021) call to trace the unintended consequences of mundane
routines, we began to examine more closely how such routines might become connected with
managerial realms. In the following, we describe the different types of data we collected.

Non-participant observations. Over the course of 12 months, the second author conducted
extensive non-participant observations of several Scrum teams and the management team
within AERO’s R&D division, accumulating approximately 370 hours of observation time and
generating around 300 pages of detailed fieldnotes. Observations included regular sprint
routines as well as less frequent strategy and management routines. This approach provided a
rich empirical foundation for tracing how routines are performed, adapted, and coordinated in

practice.
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Semi-structured interviews. To complement the observational data, we conducted 35 semi-
structured interviews with actors occupying various roles within the operational realm,
including Scrum masters, product owners, developers, division leads, delivery leads, and
management realm, including chief product owner and chief technology officer. Interviews
ranged from 23 to 62 minutes in duration and were fully transcribed. These interviews captured
actors' subjective interpretations of their roles and routines, offering insights into how routines
are experienced, coordinated, and adjusted over time. Table 1 provides an overview of the
interviewees, and the pseudonyms we use in the findings section.

Documents. Our dataset further contains approximately 800 pages of secondary and archival
material, including internal emails, strategy documents, digital Scrum boards, policies, and
meeting notes. These materials provided valuable context on AERO’s organizational
objectives, formal structures, and routines, enabling contextualization of the observational and

interview data.

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

Data analysis

To investigate the connections between the operational and managerial realms, we turned
our attention to the enactment of routines, which provided a lens for examining how such links
emerged in practice. We next describe the major steps through which we developed a theoretical
explanation of this empirical observation. While we present the data analysis as a series of steps,
the process was iterative, involving continuous movement back and forth between data,
emerging insights, and theoretical framing.

Step 1: Identifying routines in the operational and management realms. Drawing on
extensive field observations, interview data, and archival materials, we identified and mapped
the routines within AERO’s R&D division. We conceptually distinguished strategizing
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routines, defined as ‘repetitive, recognizable patterns of interdependent actions performed by
multiple executives, shaping opportunities and initiatives in view of how the corporation will
move forward’ (Grand & Bartl, 2019: 134) from operational routines, which are defined as
‘repetitive, recognizable patterns of interdependent actions, carried out by multiple actors’
(Feldman & Pentland, 2003: 96). While the former are oriented toward shaping organizational
direction in accomplishing strategically important outcomes (Seidl et al., 2024), the latter focus
on enacting and sustaining day-to-day operations (Feldman et al., 2021). Thus, we refer to these
routines as situated either in the operational versus management realm.

In line with these definitions, and informed by previous work on routines in agile contexts
(Mahringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025; Ritter, Danner-Schroder & Mueller-Seitz, 2024), we
began by identifying the following routines in the operational realm: The Sprint routine lasted
two weeks and developers were resolving planned issues within this time. The Planning routine
was enacted before the Sprint started to select the issues to be solved in the upcoming Sprint
routine. The Daily Scrum routine is a meeting with a maximum of 15 minutes each day to
update the team on each team members’ progress. The Review routine took place after each
Sprint routine to present and evaluate the issues resolutions created during the Sprint routine.
The Retrospective routine is a routine used to evaluate the developing process as such. The
scrum master Community Day routine took place bi-weekly and participants discussed
fundamental topics affecting the entire agile team. In the Vision Workshop routine, participants
collaboratively reflected on and refined the long-term vision to create shared understanding and
direction.

We also coded routines in the management realm. We oriented our analysis on previous
studies on strategizing routines (Hendry & Seidl, 2003; Jarzabkowski & Seidl, 2008). The
identified routines are the following ones: The Management Jour Fix routine took place at a
regular, predefined time and participants discussed ongoing topics, aligned on progress, and

coordinated next steps. The Offsite Strategy Meeting routine occurred once a year outside the
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regular work environment and participants focused on long-term goals, strategic alignment, and
team building. The Master Chefs routine was organized once a year by product management, a
department outside the R&D department, where a broad range of stakeholders were invited and
the latest developments of AERO’s software products were presented. The R&D Meeting
Update routine took place every Friday and served to inform the entire R&D department about
current developments and updates. The OKR Workshop routine and the Industry Roadmap
routine took place at predefined intervals and participants collaboratively defined objectives
and key results to align the team on priorities and releases as well as measure progress. The Big
Alignment Round routine served to align all participants on overarching goals, synchronize
activities, and ensure a shared understanding across teams. The Annual Customer Fair routine
took place once a year and brought together stakeholders to showcase AERO’s product
portfolio, present new features, and strengthen stakeholder relationships. Figure 1 provides an

overview of the relevant routines and how they connected in principle.

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE

Step 2: Identifying the Review routine as the unit of analysis. In our initial mapping, most
routines stayed within their respective realms, but the Review routine stood out as it evolved
from an operational into a strategizing routine. Initially functioning as an operational routine,
the Review routine focused predominantly on status updates: each team presented even the
smallest new features to external stakeholders. Here, engagement of stakeholders remained
limited. Over time, however, the Review routine became strategically consequential,
increasingly emphasizing stakeholder orientation and visibility. To account for the evolution of
the Review routine, we systematically documented all observed changes and emerging ideas

related to the Review routine on a timeline (Langley, 1999). This approach allowed us to trace

131



the developments, identify the changed patterns of the Review routine over time, and gain a
clearer overview of how the routine evolved.

Step 3: Identifying connections as the motor of strategic consequentiality. To start with,
we analyzed that actors performing the Review routine throughout the organization felt
disconnected with external stakeholders (customers) who were supposed to participate in the
Review routine to provide feedback (what Sele et al., 2024 refer to ‘weakened connections’).
As actors were discussing this throughout the organization, we realized that many new
connections to other actors, actions (Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002; Sele et al., 2024; Sele et al.,
2025; Turner & Rindova, 2012) and ideas (Bucher & Langley, 2016; Dittrich & Seidl, 2018)
were created or strengthened. Connections are the relational links (Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002)
between actors, actions, ideas, and strategic consequences through which resources, meanings,
or influences are exchanged and coordinated. Hence, we coded our data to see which
connections did emerge and when. To capture this development, we mapped these connections
onto the timeline constructed in step two. This visualization helped us to recognize that, as time
progressed, more and more connections were established within and between the operational
and management realms, thereby creating the space for the Review routine to become
strategically consequential.

Step 4: Identifying mechanisms of strategic connection work. After mapping all
connections, we identified three distinct mechanisms through which these connections emerged
and exerted their effects: Echoing describes how multiple actors shared their experiences about
problems in and across routines relative to their expectations of what those routines should
accomplish. Enabling meant that actors provided resources, encouragement, and support that
expanded actors' capacity to facilitate meaningful connections. Engaging refers to actors' efforts
to imagine and/or change routine patterns in ways that involve further actors in the performance
of routines. Our analysis further shows that the three mechanisms affected connections and the

patterning of the Review routine in distinct ways (see Table 2 for a summary). In sum, the
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mechanisms of strategic connection work recursively created the evolving consequentiality of
the Review routine, demonstrating how mundane routines can be patterned to become strategic

consequential. Table 2 provides an overview of the mechanisms of strategic connection work.

INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE

Findings

Our findings are structured into two temporally successive phases. In Phase A, we describe
how an initially localized problem related to external stakeholder orientation in the Review
routine gained broader awareness. This process emerged over the course of several months
through recurring discussions in various meetings, where scrum masters, agile coaches, agile
teams, and managers continuously revisited the problem and exchanged experiences. Phase B
then explores how, building on the accumulated problem awareness, the same actors changed
the Review routine’s patterns through a series of emergent steps that occurred in different
realms of the organization. While some of these possibilities remained imaginary, we observed
an overall dynamic that ultimately changed the Review routine into a strategically consequential
pattern.

Our findings further detail the work entailed in rendering the Review routine strategically
consequential. Here, we show that actors made connections between actors, actions, ideas, and
strategic consequences, what we label ‘strategic connection work’. We further show that
strategic connection work involved three different mechanisms (i.e., echoing, enabling,
engaging. Table 2 summarizes the definitions of each mechanism.

In the following, we describe each phase, comprising a vignette and its subsequent analysis.
In the analysis, we show each practice of strategic connection work and how it creates

connections. Table 1 provides an overview of the actors (pseudonyms) and their roles, including
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the ones we refer to in the vignettes. The initials of those actors’ names correspond with their
roles (e.g., Product Owners’ names start with the letter ‘P’; scrum masters start with the letter
‘S’). We conclude the section by discussing a process model that summarizes the dynamics

identified in the analysis.

Phase A: Recognizing lacking external stakeholder orientation of the Review
routine

Echoing concerns about Review participation within the realm of operations. In February
2023, the Scrum masters, who organized and actively moderated the Review routines for their
teams across the R&D organization, and the agile coaches joined for the Daily Scrum routine.
In this meeting, Scrum master Scott shared a recurring frustration: ‘One of my teams is unhappy
with their Review [routines]. Attendance is low, and they feel demotivated because the Reviews
seem pointless’ (Fieldnotes). His colleague Sandro recalled a Cloud Integration Review routine
he moderated, which lasted only nine minutes: ‘none of the external stakeholders asked
questions’ (Fieldnotes). Around the room, other Scrum masters nod in agreement, echoing the
experience of lacking external stakeholder participation. Stefan, another Scrum master, who
has already explored ways to improve external stakeholder participation in his team, now
mentions that they started sending more detailed and informative invitations to provide
attendees with better context. He says, ‘This should help us to have the right external
stakeholders present — [...] we want feedback.’ (Fieldnotes).

Echoing problem awareness, enabling action, and engaging external stakeholders within
the realm of operations. Recognizing the complexity of the issue, the team scheduled an
extended discussion after lunch, aptly titled, ‘How to have successful Reviews’
(Documentation). In this session, agile coach Anna identified what she believed makes Reviews
effective: ‘A good Review isn't just a presentation — it should showcase clear sprint goal
achievements, encourage product backlog discussions, and reinforce the overall product vision’

(Fieldnotes). Sandro and Stella immediately highlighted a common practical obstacle: ‘Many
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participants are uncomfortable turning on their cameras and being recorded. This discourages
interaction.” (Fieldnotes). They suggested a solution: recording only the presenter’s screen to
make participants more comfortable. Samantha emphasized the need to proactively solicit
feedback: ‘You can't just ask, ‘Any questions?’ You need targeted prompts like, “What do you
think about the color of the new user interface?’ (Fieldnotes). She noted that this would allow
for a better integration of external stakeholder wishes and feedback into the Planning and Sprint
routines. Anna then referred to the fact that after the Review is before the Review: ‘If a Review
doesn't go well, you’re already frustrated for the next Review. That's why the topic [...] is so
important’ (Fieldnotes).

The team then identified the product owners as a source of lacking external stakeholder
participation. Scott, thus, suggested that they reach out to their respective product owners to
request a stakeholder map. With a sarcastic smile, he added, ‘Most of them can’t even do that!”’
(Fieldnotes). Sandro, another scrum master, chimed in, ‘How can we actually push this with
the product owners?’ (Fieldnotes). Anna responded with an encouraging tone, ‘Tickle it out!
Get it off the ground’ (Fieldnotes). By this, she meant that they should actively nudge the
product owners, ask the right questions, and create momentum to engage the external
stakeholders. Still seeking a concrete approach, Sandro pressed further, ‘ Are there best practices
for this? Otherwise, it’s just the same old story: Product owner invites external stakeholders,
but they don’t show up’ (Fieldnotes). This sparked a broader discussion — should some product
owners receive additional stakeholder training? They soon realized that not all product owners
were Scrum-certified, yet despite these challenges, they agreed to move forward with the task.
Anna replied that if the situation didn’t improve, the next step would be to escalate to
management.

Echoing concerns about Review participation within the realm of management. Every
week, Carlos (chief product owner), David (division lead), Agnes and Anna (agile coaches)

gathered for their regular exchange on topics related to agile work at AERO. In this
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Management Jour Fix routine, Anna addressed the topic of meeting culture and Reviews, stating
clearly, ‘We need to discuss our meeting culture and how we handle Reviews. I believe this is
an area we should actively improve’ (Fieldnotes). Carlos responded thoughtfully, highlighting
an important observation: ‘We've been inviting customers to our Reviews, though they typically
don't show up. But occasionally, customers do attend. For instance, I recently reviewed the
recording of the Review of the product configurator from last Friday morning and noticed an
unfamiliar person. On closer look, I realized it was indeed a customer. Unfortunately,
throughout the entire Review, he didn’t say a single word. I found that disappointing and
wondered if he'll ever return’ (Fieldnotes). Acknowledging this, Carlos provided further insight:
‘It’s true. We often invite external stakeholders, but the Reviews we have every two weeks tend
to dive into too much detail. Customers typically aren't interested in every minor feature or
incremental change. They prefer seeing substantial progress, the broader picture. Right now,

the bi-weekly meetings might seem too fragmented from their perspective’ (Fieldnotes).

Analysis A: How strategic connection work accumulates problem awareness

Phase A illustrates how awareness of the stakeholder participation problem permeated both
the operational and management realms of the R&D department. We now analyze how the
mechanisms of strategic connection work — echoing, enabling, and engaging — drove this
process.

Echoing. Echoing means that actors share their experiences about problems in and across
routines relative to their expectations of what those routines should accomplish. First, in the
realm of operations, scrum masters, representing their teams, repeatedly voiced concerns about
the Review routine, highlighting a recurrent lack of external stakeholder participation. This was
evident when Scrum master Scott shared his team's frustration, and in Sandro's recollection of
a very short Cloud Integration Review routine without any questions. The scrum masters

aligned their similar observations and frustrations, pointing to a shared issue of unmet
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expectations about the Review routine. Second, in the realm of management, the chief
technology officer and division lead raised concerns about the lack of external stakeholder
participation, which was echoed by the other meeting participants in the Management Jour Fix
routine. Carlos, for instance, noted that invited external stakeholders rarely attend Review
routines, and even those who do typically offer no feedback. The managers’ accounts mirrored
those of the Scrum masters and their teams, indicating a broader recognition of the participation
problem.

The echoing mechanism had important effects on how connections were formed. First, it
connected actors and actions by fostering a shared understanding of problems. Actors shared
the insight that the Review routine failed to meet its expected pattern of generating useful
feedback through the external stakeholders. Second, echoing connected actors and actions by
aligning expectations about expected routine patterns. There was a collectively articulated sense
of what the Review routine should look like, namely, one that included active external
stakeholder engagement. As a product owner recalled: “You also have this idea of inviting
external stakeholders, of course, but now they are not interested in every little feature’
(Interview). Third, echoing connected actors by sharing embodied frustrations. Actors not only
shared what was wrong but expressed how it felt, collectively lamenting the lack of
responsiveness and the demotivation it caused.

Enabling. The second mechanism we identified is enabling, through which actors provide
resources, encouragement, and support that expand actors' capacity to facilitate meaningful
connections. First, the agile team considered ways to enable the product owners to make
connections with external stakeholders. Scott suggested requesting a stakeholder map from the
product owners, which would enable them to understand who relevant external stakeholders
were. Second, the agile team considered providing product owners with stakeholder training,
enabling them to connect with external stakeholders, given the observation that not all product

owners were Scrum-certified, lacking relevant knowledge. Third, Anna encouraged her
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colleagues, framing the task as one of active facilitation. Here, enabling took the form of
encouragement: actors were urged to generate momentum to solve the participation problem.

The enabling mechanisms had an indirect effect on connections because it helped others to
build connections, but it did not directly build those connections. This is a key difference to the
echoing and engaging mechanisms, which directly connects actors and actions. First, enabling
actively involved product owners in routine performances, as these actors represented an
intermediate link with the external stakeholders. However, the agile team’s actions did not
directly create connections, but rather created resources that increased the potential for such
connection building. Stakeholder maps were supposed to identify relevant external stakeholders
to which connections could be made; training should build the skills for product owners to make
meaningful connections. Second, the enabling practice helped to imagine possible connections
that may or may not be realized in the future: When Anna encouraged the team (‘Tickle it out!
Get it off the ground’, Fieldnotes), she did not refer to specific connections, but provided
motivation for actors to make connections.

Engaging. Our analysis further reveals how the third mechanism, engaging, worked as
actors changed routine patterns to involve actors in routine performances. Phase A shows two
instances of engaging through slightly changing the Review routine. First, after exploring ways
to improve participation, Samantha mentioned that she started sending more detailed and
informative invitations to provide attendees with better context. Second, in response to Sandro
and Stella's concern that ‘many participants are uncomfortable turning on their cameras and
being recorded’ (Fieldnotes), they decided to record only the presenter’s screen, directly
addressing a barrier to participation.

Engaging has a direct effect on connections between actors, actions and ideas, as it fosters
the active involvement of actors (i.e., external stakeholders) in routine performances. Slightly

changing the pattern of the Review routine was aimed at supporting the involvement of external
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stakeholders in the Review routine. More detailed and informative invitations, as well as not
recording participants should create an atmosphere that welcomes external stakeholders.
Connections accumulate problem awareness. Echoing, enabling, and engaging jointly and
continuously expanded problem awareness by enacting connections among actors, actions and
ideas. As a result, members across organizational realms came to share the sense that the
Review routine’s lack of external stakeholder participation was problematic. Each practice
played a distinct yet mutually reinforcing role. Echoing amplified problem awareness by
connecting actors and actions through sharing concerns. Enabling and engaging sustained this
momentum: enabling provided resources to make connections, while engaging led actors to
elaborate on the problem through changing the routine pattern through creating new
connections. Although engaging became more prominent in phase B, it was already crucial in

maintaining collective awareness of the problem from early on.

Phase B: Transforming the Review routine into a driver of stakeholder

orientation and visibility

Engaging through a revised Review routine in the realm of operations. Some weeks later,
the Connected Al team enacted an alternative approach to their Review routine, aiming for
more effective and targeted feedback. Paul, the team's product owner, proactively decided for
his team to shift from frequent, bi-weekly Reviews toward holding Reviews only once per
development cycle. The Review routine was conducted midway through the release cycle to
allow sufficient time for the team to incorporate feedback. To ensure the Review routine was
productive and insightful, Paul explicitly invited internal stakeholders, particularly sales
representatives, who regularly engaged with end-customers and possessed deep market insight.
Explaining his rationale, Paul noted:

‘I knew that otherwise no one would show up. I intentionally sought out reliable
participants who could provide meaningful and actionable feedback. My main

objective was understanding whether our customers genuinely appreciate the product
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and what specific improvements we needed to implement. So, I deliberately targeted
colleagues with strong customer-facing experience and close customer relationships.’
(Interview)

By engaging with internal stakeholders early in the process, the Connected Al team gathered
precise feedback on what the end users truly valued. For instance, in one of their Review
performances, the team recognized that they had capacity to implement one or two additional
features before the next release, but five options were under consideration. They presented these
options to the sales team (i.e., internal stakeholders), whose feedback guided the selection
process. As a result, the team implemented a feature that used an Al-driven monitoring function
to continuously compare actual and target values, highlighting deviations through a traffic light
system. Conversely, they decided to discard a feature that would have allowed users to ignore
exceptions in the software product. This input proved important: it enabled them to reshape and
reprioritize the product backlog based on the sales team's knowledge of customer needs rather
than assumptions.

Echoing lacking stakeholder visibility, and engaging actions to strengthen visibility in the
realm of management. During the Annual Offsite Strategy Meeting routine of the R&D
management team, the CTO Collin raised a significant concern regarding the internal visibility
of R&D. Despite the dedicated efforts and hard work of the development teams, the department
continued to suffer from poor visibility within the entire organization. In the opening of this
meeting, Collin said: ‘People simply don’t know what we’re working on. Even internal
consultants [those responsible for representing and selling the products] often lack clarity about
the current product capabilities’ (Fieldnotes). Throughout the workshop, other participants
echoed this problem. Delivery Lead Daniel, for instance, noted that product management and
R&D were separated: ‘Product Management and R&D have been running somewhat separately
[...] we need to ensure that everyone knows what the others are working on’ (Interview). Other

participants acknowledged that the strategy of R&D was unclear. Delivery Lead Diego, for
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instance, noted that ‘I’ve noticed that it’s actually [...] not always completely clear to everyone
what exactly our strategy, mission, and vision currently are’ (Interview). David also emphasized
the importance of ‘understanding what’s going on overall and how people [in the realm of
operations] can contribute within their own area’ (Interview).

To address those strategic visibility problems, Collin strongly encouraged the workshop
participants to rethink how they can make R&D’s contributions visible within and beyond the
organization. Thus, they explored ways to improve the marketing of R&D. As they gathered
ideas on how to better address both internal and external stakeholders’ concerns, they pinned
suggestion cards to a whiteboard. These cards represented a wide range of topics such as
conducting roadshows, strategy slide decks, narratives of changing market conditions, team-
internal vision workshops, and check-ins across professions. One of the cards stated, ‘All about
R&D [Reviews]” (Documentation), connecting the Review routine with the larger problem
Collin had emphasized. One idea involved conducting fewer but more impactful Review
routines, organized around broader themes rather than detailed feature updates. Another
suggestion was to actively engage internal stakeholders, such as representatives from pre-sales
and sales, to ensure relevant feedback and greater internal advocacy. Paul shared his own
experiences regarding his new approach of performing the Review routine, highlighting its
success in effectively gathering actionable feedback and improving the product.

Enabling connections and engaging stakeholders in the realm of operations. Building on
the idea of conducting team-internal vision workshops discussed within the performance of the
Offsite Strategy Meeting routine, the agile team started to develop its own vision through the
Workshop routine. In this process, they also discussed how they can increase external
stakeholder orientation. While documenting the team’s strategic goals, one card on the digital
board read ‘Direct collaboration with the customers’ (Documentation). They wanted to reach
more external stakeholders in the Reviews and create a live environment to demonstrate

innovations more effectively. To make this measurable, the number of external stakeholders in
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the Reviews could be tracked, for example. As Sasha noted, ‘When it comes to collaboration
with customers, we should track the number of customers in the Reviews’ (Fieldnotes).

At the annual customer fair, scrum master Susan addressed the stakeholder participation
problem directly in her presentation to customers titled ‘Stakeholders — the Importance for the
Further Development of AERO: Who Can Be a Stakeholder?’ (Documentation). During her
talk, she openly highlighted AERO’s current challenges with effectively integrating external
stakeholder feedback, noting candidly, ‘We are currently still in a process of discovery here’
(Fieldnotes). Susan underscored the crucial role of the Review routine in gathering valuable
feedback and concluded her presentation by explicitly inviting external stakeholders with a
‘Wanted: Stakeholders’ call (Fieldnotes), encouraging them to engage more actively in shaping
the ongoing development and refinement of AERO’s software products.

In the next scrum master Community Day routine, Scrum masters Scott and Samantha
presented a new support page on the intranet, on which all Reviews were displayed. This was
intended to provide an overview and make the dates more transparent and visible, helping
stakeholders to participate. Moreover, Anna suggested doing topic-specific Review routines in
the coming months and not just according to the individual teams, so that all stakeholders could
be addressed at once. She said, ‘By the end of the year, I want the Reviews to be organized by
topic rather than by team, so that we can engage all stakeholders at once’ (Fieldnotes). In a
subsequent meeting, the team discussed potentials to improve the overview. Stella, for instance,
noted that ‘the overview looks confusing’ (Fieldnotes), and she gave specific examples live in
the system.

Echoing lacking stakeholder visibility in the realm of management. Product management,
a department outside the R&D unit, performed a new routine called ‘Master Chefs,” to which it
invited a broad range of stakeholders and presented the latest developments of AERO’s

software products. In the Industry Roadmap routine performance in the following week, the
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R&D managers discussed that they thought it was a great idea, but in retrospect, they could

have done it themselves:
’But I think it's a great, great, great pity that we didn't stand there [...] — but the product
management. I know that most of the performance actually came from us. I see it as a
wasted opportunity on our part that we didn't get the credit for all these things. Once
again a note to you all please. We need to be a part of successes [...] to celebrate our
successes. And here was a real classic where we could have celebrated our successes
and we failed to do so. Since it's still a big task, really take it when the opportunity is
there, let's celebrate our success ourselves, please. And not just let someone else play
into our hands.” (Fieldnotes, Carlos)

Engaging through a revised Review routine within and across the realms of management
and operations. Some weeks later, the topic of the overarching Review routine resurfaced. In
the performance of the scrum master Community Day routine, agile coach Agnes had the idea
of creating a joint Review routine together with two other departments (i.e., Academy and
Consulting): *These departments don’t want to go into 25 Reviews either that are too small-
scale or technical’ (Fieldnotes). Agnes also presented this idea to the management group in the
Jour Fix routine, suggesting that a roadshow could be implemented as a new format.

At the same time, the delivery leads performed their Jour Fix routine to discuss the topic of
internal vs. external Reviews. For the internal Reviews, they were considering whether each
team should no longer carry out a Review, but rather one per department. Diane noted, ‘this
would allow for better collaboration in case of problems’ (Fieldnotes). Moreover, Chief product
owner Carlos attended the meeting to discuss external Reviews, because he was responsible for
those. He said, ‘the stakeholders do not want to come to the Review every two weeks. They
don't need small-scale Reviews, but rather larger steps’ (Fieldnotes).

Finally, Carlos presented the new concept for external Reviews, according to which a special

Review for stakeholders would take place every three months. This aligned with the companies’
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yearly release cycle: ‘[Every three months,] there’s a Review event where we gather feedback
from our stakeholders. It’s a one-day event, and it’s a big deal across the organization. [...]. It’s
important. We invite people from all across the company: Consultants, project developers, pre-
sales, sales, academy, and service’ (Fieldnotes). ‘And that's the goal of the Review. I want
[stakeholder]| feedback on what I've done. In my opinion, that's the main point.” (Interview,
Carlos). Yet, for the internal Reviews, he concluded: ‘Each team can decide how to conduct
them’ (Fieldnotes).

In the following twelve months, the new Review routine turned out to be very successful.
Paul noted that ‘There are around 200 people involved overall. [...] It helps us position ourselves
strategically within the organization — we can clearly show what we're developing and why it’s
important’ (Interview). A press release lauded the capabilities of AEROS’s R&D unit, which
was taken up by a manager from another department on LinkedIn: ‘great to see the recent R&D
efforts in the AERO portfolio and value add being recognized by the press’ (Documentation).
Taken together, the company's journey had taken them to enact the Review routine as a new
strategic means to accomplish stakeholder orientation and visibility. We next analyze how

strategic connection work propelled this process forward.

Analysis B: How strategic connection work enacts strategic consequentiality

Echoing. Echoing involves actors articulating their experiences regarding problems in
routine performances relative to their expectations. Vignette B shows two instances of echoing.
First, echoing is exemplified by Collin's vocalization of the invisibility of R&D’s contributions
within the broader organization, which is taken up by his colleagues. Within this echoing,
actors’ collective reflection clarifies that internal stakeholders lack clarity about R&D’s
capabilities and that even R&D’s strategy is unclear. Second, the vignette shows actors
lamenting about their inability to create a similar format as ‘master chefs’. Even though this

version of the Review routine — conducted by an external unit — is considered a success, the
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R&D department continues to reinforce the problem that their actions do not sufficiently enact
stakeholder visibility and orientation.

Echoing had two effects on connections. First, it aligned actors, actions and ideas in the R&D
department around a shared understanding of strategic problems. Collin’s articulation of R&D’s
invisibility within the broader organization was taken up by colleagues, creating a common
language of concern. This collective reflection clarified that stakeholders lacked clarity about
R&D’s capabilities and even its strategic direction, and it mobilized actors to think about how
R&D might become more visible. Second, echoing connected actors and actions by linking
R&D to Product Management and its variation of the Review routine, the so-called ‘Master
Chefs’. This connection enabled R&D to recognize what others were doing successfully and,
at the same time, what they themselves were unable to accomplish.

Enabling. Enabling refers to actors’ efforts to support one another by providing resources
and encouragement that enhance the capacity of actors to foster meaningful connections. Phase
B shows several instances of enabling. First, the Vision Workshop routine, initiated by
management, functioned as a resource that enabled operational teams to reflect on how to
improve stakeholder visibility and orientation. Through this routine, the agile team developed
measures such as KPIs to track external stakeholder participation in Review routines; an
instance of enabling, as these KPIs helped assess whether the routine supported stakeholder
orientation. Second, Susan’s encouragement of stakeholders to attend Reviews and provide
feedback through the Annual Customer Fair routine’s performance exemplifies enabling
through motivation and invitation. By encouraging participation, she helped external
stakeholders recognize their role in shaping the product, thus fostering greater engagement.
Third, the creation of a Review overview page was another form of enabling. It provided
transparency about when Reviews were scheduled, thereby facilitating stakeholder involvement

and making participation more accessible. Fourth, when management decided to separate
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internal and external Reviews and granted teams discretion over the format of internal Reviews,
this represented enabling through encouraging local responsibility.

Enabling refers to actors’ efforts to support one another by providing resources and
encouragement that enhance the capacity to foster meaningful connections. Phase B illustrates
this in two ways: First, by encouraging some actors to involve additional participants, for
instance when Susan invited external stakeholders to attend Reviews and contribute feedback
during the annual customer fair, or when management created transparency through a Review
overview page to facilitate stakeholder involvement; Second, by encouraging the imagining of
future connections that may or may not be realized, as in the vision workshop where teams
reflected on stakeholder orientation and developed KPIs to track external stakeholder
participation, or when management separated internal and external Reviews to grant teams
discretion over internal formats, thereby motivating them to envision new ways of connecting.

Engaging. Engaging refers to actors’ efforts to imagine and/or change routine patterns in
ways that involve stakeholders in the performance of routines. Phase B highlights several
instances of this mechanism. First, Paul conducted a changed version of the Review routine that
actively involved internal stakeholders from across the organization who interfaced with
customers. While direct customer participation was not feasible, he included actors with deep
knowledge of customer needs. Second, within the Offsite Strategy routine, management
facilitated a workshop to explore how R&D’s contributions could be made visible for
stakeholders. Participants generated ideas such as roadshows, strategic slide decks, narratives
of changing market conditions, internal vision workshops, cross-functional check-ins, Reviews
organized around broad themes, and more targeted engagement with internal stakeholders.
Third, the agile team itself envisioned new ways to engage stakeholders, proposing live
environments, topic-specific Reviews, and joint Review sessions with other departments.
Finally, the decision to hold fewer but thematically broader external Reviews reflects engaging,

as this revised routine pattern was designed to involve stakeholders more front and center. It
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proved consequential for stakeholder visibility by positioning the Review as a platform to
showcase R&D’s contributions and value to both internal and external stakeholders. At the
same time, the increased visibility enabled R&D to gather feedback from a wider range of
stakeholders, thereby enhancing the stakeholder orientation of its routines.

The engaging practice fostered meaningful connections, which became apparent through the
involvement of a broad range of actors in routine performances. For instance, Paul’s revised
Review routine successfully engaged internal stakeholders by linking them more directly with
R&D actors, thereby increasing the visibility of R&D’s contributions across the organization.
In doing so, it connected the Review routine with R&D’s strategic goal of enhancing its
stakeholder visibility. Moreover, engaging enabled actors to envision new forms of stakeholder
involvement — an imaginative process that shaped emerging routine patterns and made later
connections possible. The final design of the external Review routine, which brought together
over 200 stakeholders, illustrates how the routine evolved into a platform for connecting R&D
with a wide and diverse audience. By enhancing both stakeholder visibility and orientation, the
new Review routine was consequential for R&D’s broader strategic aims.

Connections gradually transformed the pattern of the Review routine. Over time,
connections among actors, actions, and ideas within and across the realms of operations and
management gradually reconfigured the Review routine. Local adaptations, such as sending
more informative invitations, tailoring questions to elicit feedback, and adjusting recording
actions, emerged as actors exchanged experiences and learned from one another (see Vignette
A). These early adjustments opened space for further connections, including the involvement
of internal stakeholders who brought end-user perspectives into the Review routine. At the same
time, management concerns about the limited internal visibility of R&D began to circulate and
inspired a stream of proposals — roadshows, internal marketing materials, cross-departmental
Reviews, and thematically structured sessions — that broadened people’s perspectives of what

a Review routine could and should accomplish. Even when not enacted, such proposals
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contributed to reframing the Review routine as a visible format with wider organizational
relevance.

Through these accumulating connections, the Review routine shifted from an operational
routine into a strategically consequential pattern of stakeholder engagement. Teams adapted the
format, frequency, and audience of their Review routine, moving from bi-weekly, team-specific
sessions with low participation toward fewer but thematically broader Reviews aligned with
product release cycles. This reconfiguration culminated in quarterly, release-aligned, theme-
structured Reviews that gathered more than 200 internal and external stakeholders. In this new
form, stakeholder visibility and orientation became strategic consequential features of the
routine.

The change is strategically consequential because it repositioned the Review routine from
an operational, technical checkpoint into a means of enacting stakeholder visibility and
orientation. By embedding stakeholder visibility and orientation into its very structure, the
routine provided a recurring means where diverse stakeholders could align perspectives, surface
concerns, and shape collective priorities. What began as localized adaptations thus evolved into
a routine that connected to broader strategic concerns, enabling the organization to better

connect product development with stakeholder needs and to steer collective effort accordingly.

Process model: The emergence of strategic consequentiality through strategic
connection work

Figure 2 illustrates the strategizing process through which the Review routine became
strategically consequential by echoing, enabling and engaging stakeholder visibility and
orientation across the organization. This change was not the result of a deliberate top-down
strategy but emerged over time through distributed efforts that transformed the Review routine.
The final routine pattern included quarterly thematically focused Reviews with over 200

participants and broad internal and external visibility. This pattern demonstrates how the routine
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became a central platform for making R&D’s contributions visible among stakeholders and

enhancing the stakeholder orientation of R&D activities.

INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE

To understand how the Review routine became strategically consequential, it is necessary to
reconstruct the process. Consequentiality emerged through an iterative and distributed process
of strategizing. From an abstract view, this process comprises two interconnected phases (see
Figure 1): Phase A) accumulating problem awareness, and Phase B) enacting strategic
consequentiality. In Phase A, actors across the organization accumulated problem awareness
related to the Review routine’s problem to enact stakeholder orientation. This phase made the
Review routine increasingly visible across the organization, creating strategic potential. In
Phase B, actors engaged in generating and refining multiple versions of the Review routine until
a pattern emerged that was consequential for stakeholder orientation and visibility. This
recursive patterning process resulted in a version of the routine that was consequential for
R&D’s strategic goals.

Figure 1 further shows the underlying motor of this process, which we label ‘strategic
connection work.” This motor creates connections among actors, actions, ideas, and strategic
consequences, within and across organizational levels (indicated by the downward and upward
arrows in Figure 1 that connect the evolving routine to strategic consequentiality). These
connections were enabled by the three mechanisms identified in the analysis: echoing, enabling,
and engaging. While all three mechanisms were present throughout the process, their relative
salience shifted over time. In Phase A, echoing was particularly important because it allowed
actors to resonate with and amplify each other’s concerns, generating a shared perception of the
problem. This collective articulation made the Review routine a shared object of concern and

opened up the possibility that it might be transformed as strategically consequential. In Phase
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B, engaging became more prominent, as actors sought to involve specific stakeholders and
changed the performing and patterning of the Review routine. Echoing continued to play a role,
now sustaining shared problem awareness. In both phases, the enabling mechanism created the
conditions (i.e., resources, encouragement, and support) that supported the other two
mechanisms.

Figure 1 also illustrates how variations in performing and patterning evolve across the two
phases of the process (illustrated in the boxes in the lower part of Figure 1). In Phase A, only
small variations in the enactment of the Review routine occurred. These minor changes were
aimed at re-establishing connections to external stakeholders, but the underlying pattern of the
routine remained stable. In Phase B, however, the dynamics of enabling and engaging began to
transform the patterning of the routine itself. By motivating actors to involve additional
participants and by directly connecting them with stakeholders, these mechanisms moved the
routine beyond minor adjustments in performing toward a more fundamental transformation of
its pattern. In this way, variations that initially appeared incremental became consequential, as

the routine’s pattern shifted in ways that carried strategic consequentiality.

Discussion

In the following, we discuss our study’s contributions to SAP research. Specifically, our
findings (1) demonstrate how seemingly mundane, operational routines can become
strategically consequential, (2) conceptualize strategic connection work as the motor of
strategic consequentiality, (3) advance understanding of strategizing as unfolding through large

patterns of action, and (4) highlight methodological implications.

How operational routines can become strategically consequential

The main contribution of SAP research has been to demonstrate that strategy is something
people do (Feldman, 2024; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Seidl et al., 2024). Yet, despite this

ambition, scholarly attention has disproportionately concentrated on practices and routines
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already framed as strategic within prevailing organizational discourses (Jarzabkowski et al.,
2021; Li & Jarzabkowski, 2025). In contrast, our study shows that mundane operational routines
can become strategic over time. Shifting focus from strategizing routines to operational routines
— without knowing whether and how these routines become strategic — carries important
implications. Whereas previous research has shown that operational routines are recursively
related to strategizing routines and vice versa (Balogun et al., 2015; Feldman, 2025;
Jarzabkowski et al., 2019; Regnér, 2003; Rerup & Feldman, 2011; Seidl et al., 2021), our study
demonstrates that operational routines can become strategically consequential itself. Initially,
routines might appear only operational, yet, over time, these routines can evolve into
consequential sites of strategizing through the cumulative effects of situated actions.

In this vein, we address calls by Jarzabkowski and colleagues (2021: 4) to examine the
‘indirect and consequential effects of actors’ practices upon patterns of action that scholars may
assert are strategic, despite being neither articulated strategic performance goals nor associated
strategy processes,” namely in the mundane everyday actions of actors. Our research reveals
that strategizing can be enacted from the ground by tracing how mundane, operational routines
evolve. It is therefore essential to remain open to the possibility that operational routines can
become strategizing routines (or vice versa), not by a priori intention or planning, but through
situated actions. Our research underscores this point by showing that strategies are best
understood as consequences of performing and patterning routines rather than as predefined

outcomes of actions (Callon & Latour, 1981; Sele et al., 2024).

Strategic connection work as the generative motor of strategic consequentiality

Our findings further uncover the importance of strategic connection work as the generative
motor of consequentiality. As shown in our findings and summarized in Table 2, the
mechanisms of strategic connection work (i.e., echoing, enabling and engaging) can be

differentiated according to two dimensions. The first dimension ‘dynamics of connecting’
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concerns whether and how connections are created. The second dimension ‘dynamics of
patterning’ concerns how the routine patterns change or remain stable through strategic
connection work. Our insights contribute to the discussions on patterning and patterns and
connections in SAP research.

In SAP research, the pattern view of strategizing is ‘still in an early stage of development’
(Seidl et al., 2024: 2405). The focus within this view is on activities that perform important
patterns (Balogun et al., 2015; Chia & MacKay, 2007; Seidl et al., 2024). We extend this
research by revealing a dynamic in which operational, mundane routines become important
patterns over time, thereby gaining strategic consequentiality. In doing so, we address the call
by Seidl et al. (2024) to show how strategizing patterns emerge. However, rather than focusing
on the emergence of completely new patterns from situated actions (MacKay, Chia & Nair,
2021) or contextual interplay (Sydow, Schreyogg & Koch, 2020), our study demonstrates how
existing operational routines gain strategic consequentiality. Here, the three mechanisms we
identified play different roles for patterning. First, echoing leaves the pattern of the routines
itself initially unchanged, but this step is crucial for establishing a foundation on which later
changes in patterning can be built. Second, enabling allows actors to envision what a new
pattern might look like and how such a pattern could be created. While the future pattern is
imagined but not yet enacted, this step remains important as it opens up new possibilities for
subsequent transformation (Pentland, Mahringer, Dittrich, Feldman & Wolf, 2020) and
generates potentiality (Jarzabkowski in Danner-Schroder et al., 2025) that shape the future
course of patterning. Third, engaging is the mechanism through which the pattern itself changes.
At this stage, actors create a new pattern and actively enact it, thereby transforming the routine.
Although this description may sound like a linear process, it is by no means the case. All three
mechanisms appear in both phases and often overlap, even if there is a tendency for echoing to
be more important at the beginning and for engaging to gain consequentiality toward the end.

Prevailing assumptions suggest that strategic patterns are created through strategic actions, just
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as routine patterns are (re)produced through (operational) routine actions (Feldman, 2024). Our
study contributes by showing how routine actions themselves can give rise to strategizing
patterns. In doing so, we highlight the dynamics between routine performances and the
emergence of strategic consequentiality.

Our insights also extend research on connections in SAP. So far, scholars have examined
how connections between organizational issues and strategy are actively forged — how actors
effectively ‘sell the object of strategy’ (Balogun et al., 2015). For instance, Gond, Cabantous
and Krikorian (2018) show how coupling practices connected corporate social responsibility to
official strategy, while Mantere (2013) illustrates how language games link practices to the
label of strategy, thereby shaping what becomes labelled strategic or consequential. While this
line of research has focused on the connection between organizational issues and strategy, we
complement it by showing how connections between actors and actions are strengthened in
practice, enabling mundane routines to become strategically consequential. Building on the
importance of connections in the context of routine dynamics (Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002; Sele
etal., 2024; Sele et al., 2025; Turner & Rindova, 2012) our study contributes important insights.
Turner and Rindova (2012) demonstrate the importance of maintaining connections to
customers, as routines must balance internal consistency with external (customer)
responsiveness. Recent research shows how such connections can be disrupted in times of crisis
(Sele et al., 2025), whereas our findings reveal that it is the very loss of connection to external
stakeholders that first triggers the perception of a problem. This dynamic is reflected in the first
mechanism: Echoing creates connections between actors and actions across different realms by
sharing an understanding about the loss of connections to the external stakeholders, but also
sharing an understanding about the expected routine pattern (Feldman & Rafaeli, 2002).
Enabling creates connections more indirectly by encouraging some actors to involve additional
participants and by fostering the imagining of future connections that may or may not

materialize. Hence, it works by creating resources (Mahringer & Danner-Schrdder, 2025) that
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can be used to strengthen connections. Engaging operates more directly, connecting actors,
actions, ideas, and strategic consequences through the active involvement of actors in routine
performances. Our research thus contributes by showing how the ‘processes through which
connecting happens and connections are achieved’ (Sele, 2021: 77) constitute the very

dynamics by which mundane routines can become strategically consequential.

Strategizing in the large pattern of action

While prior research has convincingly shown that operational routines and strategizing are
recursively related (Feldman, 2025; Seidl et al., 2021), much of this work nonetheless maintains
an artificial separation between the two domains: Strategy constrains routines, and the very
routines constrained by strategy simultaneously (re)produce the strategy that constrains them
(Feldman, 2025). Studies have illustrated this recursive relationship in various contexts, for
example by showing how frontline practices can enact or adapt strategy (Balogun et al., 2015;
Jarzabkowski et al., 2019), how peripheral practices can become central to strategic formulation
(Regnér, 2003), and how cycles of routine enactment, especially when disrupted, can play a
pivotal role in reshaping strategic capabilities (Jarzabkowski, L& & Feldman, 2012).

However, recent research argues that adopting a flat ontology offers a way to overcome this
siloed thinking (Callon & Latour, 1981; Seidl & Whittington, 2014; Whittington, 2025). Rather
than assuming hierarchically ordered levels, this perspective emphasizes that operational and
strategic actions are composed of the same constitutive elements. Sele et al. (2024) recently
suggested that phenomena such as grand challenges can be conceptualized as large patterns of
actions. Building on these conceptual arguments, we argue that organizations too can also be
understood in these terms. This directs attention away from the interplay between supposedly
separate levels (strategic and operational) and instead toward how routines, constituting the
large pattern of actions of an organization, are connected, performed and patterned over time.

This perspective treats all routines — regardless of their initial labeling — as equally relevant for
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understanding how strategizing may unfold. It is not the hierarchical position or institutional
designation of a routine that determines its strategic consequentiality, but its situated role within
the evolving large pattern of actions. A compartmentalized view fails to account for how
mundane routines reverberate across the organization, potentially becoming strategic. Building
on this insight, we argue that the analytical separation of operational routines and strategizing
routines (Grand, 2019; Schwendener & Grand, 2024) is not only limiting but increasingly
untenable. Only by examining all routines within the large pattern of actions and tracing how
this pattern evolves over time can we understand how routines come to be regarded as strategic

or cease to be so.

Methodological implications for studying the mundane

Process research, and longitudinal studies in particular, are essential for understanding
organizational life because they make it possible to capture how phenomena unfold over time
and reveal how organizational phenomena are enacted in practice (Cloutier & Langley, 2020;
Langley, 2007; Langley & Smallman, 2013). Our findings underscore that such process studies
are indispensable for showing how mundane routines may become strategic, as only by tracing
patterns of action over time can we observe critical shifts in what is considered strategic. This
allows us, as researchers (Jarzabkowski et al., 2021), to identify the moments in which routines
begin to acquire — or potentially lose — strategic consequentiality. Yet, in most cases these are
not fixed points in time but part of a gradual process that unfolds over time. Importantly, while
our empirical material illustrates how routines can become strategically consequential, it also
invites future research to consider the inverse process: how once-strategic routines may lose
their strategic consequentiality over time. Such shifts are theoretically significant to understand
the making of strategy and highlight the fluid, contingent nature of strategic value. Ultimately,

it is only through tracing these temporal developments and attending to the patterning of
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routines that researchers can identify and theorize such critical shifts in strategic
consequentiality.

It is only in retrospect that we can determine whether a mundane routine has gradually
transformed into a strategic one, a recognition that inevitably carries uncertainty since it remains
unclear whether the routine bears strategic consequentiality, or not. As outlined in the methods
section, our inquiry began with the aim of examining how agile routines evolve, without the
presupposition that we would observe a transformation into a strategic routine. This insight only
emerged inductively through data collection and analysis, as we followed the hunch by the
researcher in the field. By contrast, entering the field with the explicit intention of studying
whether and how a mundane routine transforms into something strategic inevitably carries the
risk that no such transformation will occur. For SAP scholars in particular, this entails a loss of
ontological security (Giddens, 1984: 64), as the possibility remains that one may return from
the field without a clear contribution to SAP research.

At first glance, it may not seem advisable for SAP scholars to investigate whether mundane
routines become strategically consequential, yet pursuing this path offers considerable gains:
As Jarzabkowski and colleagues (2021) called for, it represents a way of taking the SAP agenda
seriously, moving beyond inherited conventions of what is assumed to count as strategy or
strategizing, and engaging more deeply with the immersive hunches through which new

phenomena and new explanations of strategizing can be discovered.
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Tables

Role Pseudonym
(if used in vignette)

Interview date
(duration in minutes)

consequential

Interviews and informants relevant to the process of the Review routine becoming strategically

Realm of management

Chief product | Carlos

31.08.2023 (45 min)

owner

Chief technology | Collin

officer

Division lead David 16.08.2023 (32 min)

Delivery leads Diego 28.08.2023 (53 min)
Diane 31.08.2023 (59 min)
Daniel 13.09.2023 (22 min)

Realm of operations

Agile coaches Agnes 21.07.2023 (50 min)
Anna 24.07.2023 (52 min)
Product owner Paul 22.11.2023 (90 min)
Scrum masters Stefan 24.07.2023 (53 min)
Scott 24.07.2023 (51 min)
Susan 24.07.2023 (44 min)
Samantha
Stella
Sasha
Chief Scrum | Sandro 17.11.2023 (31 min)
master

Interviews related to the broader context

Product owners

24.08.2023 (34 min); 30.08.2023 (52 min); 04.09.2023 (37
min); 07.09.2023 (42 min); 20.11.2023 (27 min);
24.11.2023 (54 min); 27.11.2023 (31 min); 07.12.2023 (33
min); 08.12.2023 (31 min)

Delivery leads

21.08.2023 (43 min); 28.08.2023 (46 min); 16.08.2023 (62
min); 13.09.2023 (45 min)

Scrum master

24.07.2023 (30 min)

Developers 24.08.2023 (41 min); 30.08.2023 (26 min); 04.09.2023 (26
min); 04.09.2023 (30 min); 07.09.2023 (45 min);
20.11.2023 (29 min); 21.11.2023 (28 min); 27.11.2023 (43
min)

External 07.09.2023 (41 min)

consultant

Table 1. Overview of Informants and Interviews.
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The spiral process of routines as truces: Interactional mechanisms of truce
dynamics in everyday organizing.

Abstract

Organizational routines are often conceptualized as truces that temporarily stabilize
cooperation despite persistent tensions. Yet little is known about how such truces are
renegotiated in everyday routine performance. Drawing on a longitudinal qualitative case study
of a scrum master team in a software organization, this study examines how tacit settlements
become unsettled and subsequently re-stabilized over time. The findings show that truces
emerge through recurring interactional mechanisms in which tensions are articulated,
contested, and subsequently absorbed into revised patterns of action. Across three episodes,
the analysis reveals a shift in how unsettled settlements are addressed — from procedural
adjustments in coordination routines, to normative negotiations about leadership, and finally to
institutional reflection on the legitimacy of agile organizing. The study extends research on
routines as truces by showing how settlements are repeatedly unsettled and re-stabilized in

routine performance, allowing coordination to persist despite enduring tensions.
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Introduction

Tensions and contradictions are a constitutive condition of everyday organizing
(Nelson & Winter, 1982). They arise whenever interdependent actors pursue divergent goals,
hold competing interpretations, or enact incompatible expectations (Kaplan, 2015; Salvato &
Rerup, 2018; Broman & Rocha-Pinto, 2023). Rather than representing exceptional disruptions,
such tensions are persistent features of collective action that accompany routine enactments
whenever actors must align their activities under conditions such as ambiguity or uncertainty.

Routine dynamics research provides a useful lens for examining how such tensions
are handled in everyday organizational life. Instead of conceiving routines as stable entities,
this perspective understands them as ongoing accomplishments in which stability and change
are continuously produced through recurrent enactment (Feldman, 2000; Feldman &
Orlikowski, 2011; Pentland et al., 2012). Routines persist not because they eliminate
contradiction but because they repeatedly reorganize it in practice (Feldman et al., 2021). The
everyday performance of routines therefore becomes a key site for understanding how
performances are temporarily stabilized despite enduring tension.

Within this stream of research, the concept of routines as truces (Nelson & Winter,
1982) explains how performance persists under conditions of conflict. Truces denote
provisional settlements that allow actors to continue coordinating their activities despite
underlying disagreement (Zbaracki & Bergen, 2010; Kaplan, 2015; Bucher & Langley, 2016;
Salvato & Rerup, 2018; D’Adderio & Safavi, 2021; Broman & Rocha-Pinto, 2023). These
settlements temporarily stabilize routine performance without resolving the tensions they
organize. Yet existing research has mainly examined truces in situations of disruption, strategic
change, or intergroup conflict (e.g., Zbaracki & Bergen, 2010; Kaplan, 2015; Bucher &

Langley, 2016; Salvato & Rerup, 2018). Consequently, we know comparatively little about
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how tacit settlements become unsettled and renegotiated through the ongoing performance of
routines in everyday organizational life.

Agile forms of organizing provide a particularly revealing empirical context for
examining such dynamics. Agile frameworks structure work through recurring practices such
as retrospectives, reviews, and sprint planning routines that are enacted in short, iterative cycles
called sprints (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). Many of these routines explicitly invite actors
to surface problems and disagreements as part of ongoing work (Ritter et al., 2024; Mahringer
& Danner-Schrdder, 2025). As a result, tensions that might remain implicit in other settings
become recurrently voiced within routine enactments, while, for example, tensions of self-
organization often coexist with formal authority structures (Turner & Rindova, 2012; Thesing
et al., 2021).

These observations raise an important question for routine dynamics research: How
are tacit settlements underlying routines repeatedly unsettled and re-stabilized when tensions
are surfaced as part of routine performance itself?

To address this question, this study draws on a longitudinal qualitative case study of
a scrum master team in an agile software organization. The analysis traces how tensions
surrounding leadership, autonomy, and the legitimacy of agile organizing evolve across
multiple routine performances over time. The findings show that tacit settlements become
unsettled through interactional mechanisms in which actors articulate tensions and contest
incompatible expectations. These unsettlements are subsequently absorbed into revised
patterns of action that allow routine performances to continue. Across three episodes, the
analysis further reveals a spiral process in how unsettled settlements are addressed — from
procedural adjustments to coordination routines, to normative negotiations about leadership,

and finally to institutional reflection on the legitimacy of agile organizing.
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This study contributes to research on routine dynamics in three ways. First, it advances
a processual understanding of truce dynamics (Tsoukas, 2017; Salvato & Rerup, 2018) by
showing how tacit settlements become unsettled and are repeatedly re-stabilized through the
interactional mechanisms of articulating, contesting, and absorbing. Second, it extends research
on routines as truces by demonstrating how settlements are renegotiated across multiple routine
performances rather than within a single routine episode. Third, it contributes to research on
agile organizing by showing that agility does not eliminate tension but institutionalizes its
ongoing articulation and renegotiation within everyday routine interaction.

Theoretical background

Routine dynamics and everyday organizing

Routine dynamics research conceptualizes organizational routines not as fixed
procedures but as ongoing accomplishments in practice (Feldman, 2000; Feldman, 2016).
Routines are understood as “repetitive, recognizable patterns of interdependent actions carried
out by multiple actors” (Feldman & Pentland, 2003, p. 96). From this perspective, stability is
not an inherent property of routines but an effect that emerges through their recurrent enactment
over time (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Feldman et al., 2021).

A central insight of this literature is that routines simultaneously generate stability and
change (Feldman, 2000). While repetition enables continuity, variation in performance opens
space for adaptation and transformation (Pentland & Feldman, 2008; Goh & Pentland, 2019;
Pentland et al., 2020). Routines therefore provide a well-suited empirical site for examining
how organizations cope with tension in everyday action.

Recent work has further emphasized the processual nature of routines (Tsoukas,
2021), by focusing on how actors reflexively engage with routines in practice (Danner-
Schroder & Geiger, 2016; Dittrich & Seidl, 2018). Rather than focusing on formal designs, this

research examines how routines unfold through ongoing interaction and how stability and
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change emerges from the continuous accomplishment of coordinated action. Importantly,
routines rarely operate in isolation. Organizational work is typically structured through
multiple interdependent routines whose performances are mutually connected (Pentland et al.,
2012; Kremser et al., 2019). Within these constellations, tensions that surface in one routine
may be addressed, or reconfigured through another. This interdependence makes routines a
particularly useful lens for examining how organizations cope with persistent tensions in
everyday organizing.

Routines as truces

Within routine dynamics research, the concept of routines as truces has become
central for explaining how coordination persists despite enduring conflict. Early formulations
described routines as compromises that stabilize intra-organizational conflict (Nelson &
Winter, 1982). Subsequent work reconceptualized truces as ongoing accomplishments rather
than fixed settlements (Zbaracki & Bergen, 2010; Kaplan, 2015; Bucher & Langley, 2016;
Salvato & Rerup, 2018; D’Adderio & Safavi, 2021).

Across this literature, several insights have emerged. First, truces do not eliminate
underlying tensions. Instead, they temporarily organize disagreement in ways that allow
collective action to continue (D’Adderio & Safavi, 2021). Conflicts related to divergent
interests or interpretations remain present but are provisionally suspended through tacit
settlements that stabilize routine performance. Second, truces are inherently unstable. They
may erode when disagreements become more salient or when actors challenge existing
arrangements (D’Adderio & Safavi, 2021). Third, truces are embedded in concrete
organizational arrangements such as procedures, artifacts, or interaction formats that shape how
tensions are expressed and managed (D’ Adderio & Safavi, 2021).

Empirical studies have typically examined truce dynamics in situations characterized

by disruption or strategic change. For example, Zbaracki and Bergen (2010) show how pricing

170



routines stabilized tacit truces between organizational units until increased strategic pressure
unsettled existing arrangements. Kaplan (2015) demonstrates how leaders may deliberately
challenge existing truces during periods of organizational transformation. Other work has
highlighted the role of reflexive practice in renegotiating truces, showing how actors question
existing settlements and experiment with alternative ways of organizing (Bucher & Langley,
2016; Salvato & Rerup, 2018).

Despite these advances, less attention has been paid to how tacit settlements
underlying routines become unsettled and renegotiated through the ongoing performance of
routines in everyday organizational activity. Much of the literature focuses on moments when
truces collapse or are intentionally disrupted, rather than on how they are continuously
reworked through recurring routine performances.

Agile routines as sites of truce dynamics

Agile forms of organizing provide a particularly revealing context for examining such
dynamics. Agile frameworks such as Scrum structure coordination through recurring practices
including the daily, planning, review, and retrospective routines that are enacted in short
iterative cycles (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020; Beck et al., 2001). These routines organize
different aspects of work while remaining closely interconnected.

A distinctive feature of agile organizing is the formal integration of reflection into
routine performance. Practices such as retrospectives explicitly invite participants to discuss
problems and disagreements as part of ongoing work (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020; Ritter et
al., 2024).

At the same time, prior research suggests that this openness does not eliminate tension.
Instead, agile practices may intensify disagreement by repeatedly surfacing differences in
expectations or responsibilities, particularly where formal authority coexists with ideals of self-

organization (Turner & Rindova, 2012; Zasa et al., 2020; Zientara & Miiller-Seitz, 2025).
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Taken together, agile routines provide a setting in which tensions are not exceptional
disruptions but recurring elements of everyday practice. Their iterative structure and explicit
orientation toward reflection make them particularly suitable for examining how tacit
settlements underlying routines become unsettled and renegotiated over time. Studying agile
routines as sites of truce dynamics therefore allows for a closer examination of how work is
sustained when tensions are repeatedly surfaced within routine interaction.

Methods

Research setting

To examine how truce dynamics unfold within everyday organizing, the study is
situated in a scrum master team operating within an organization that uses the Scrum
framework (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). The research follows a qualitative case study
design (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2014), which is well suited for capturing how routines are
enacted in everyday practice. These approaches have been shown to be especially valuable for
theorizing routine dynamics and processual forms of organizational stability and change
(Feldman, 2000; D’ Adderio & Safavi, 2021).

The field site is a mid-sized European software organization with approximately 1,500
employees that has been working with Scrum for several years. Scrum is an organizational
framework developed to structure collaborative work under conditions of uncertainty. Rather
than prescribing detailed task execution, it provides a set of recurring routines that organize
coordination, evaluation, and reflection over short time cycles, referred to as iterations or
sprints (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020; Ritter et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schroder,
2025).

Data collection
The study follows a processual-interpretive research logic (Langley & Tsoukas, 2016)

and was conducted as a longitudinal, qualitative case study (Yin, 2014; Dittrich, 2021). This
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approach is particularly suited for examining how organizational routines are enacted and
modified over time, and how tensions are worked through in everyday actions. Data collection
spanned one year and involved sustained engagement with multiple agile teams and managerial
coordination settings within the organization.

While the broader fieldwork covered a range of agile and managerial contexts, the
analytical focus of this paper lies on the scrum master team. This team constituted a recurrent
site in which tensions related to agile organizing became particularly visible and were
repeatedly articulated and renegotiated. In this setting, the scrum master team consisted of
scrum masters from different teams and agile coaches whose goal was to drive agile
development within the company. They met every two weeks for a team day to reflect on the
team and to discuss current issues and developments. In addition, they supported one or more
Scrum teams of developers in the development of the company’s software. Since the scrum
master team did not work in sprints like the development teams and did not follow the Scrum
Guide strictly, they referred to their approach as “iterations.” Each iteration consisted of a full-
day meeting in which several routines were enacted, as well as shorter daily check-ins during
the two-week period. Concentrating on this setting allowed for close observation of how
temporary settlements emerged and were reconfigured through routine performance.

During data collection, I regularly participated in the biweekly meetings of the scrum
master team, which became the focal setting for this study. In total, I observed 9 team days,
each lasting between three and seven hours, as well as 58 daily meetings, each lasting between
15 and 30 minutes. In addition, I observed interactions of scrum masters in other organizational
settings, such as cross-team coordination meetings and informal exchanges related to their
work. These observations generated detailed field notes that documented not only the

substantive content of discussions, but also interactional dynamics such as emotional
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expressions, shifts in participation, moments of interruption, and emerging alignments or
disagreements.

These observations of the scrum master team are embedded in a broader dataset
collected over a twelve-month period, comprising approximately 370 hours of observation and
around 300 pages of field notes. This broader dataset includes observations of multiple Scrum
teams, cross-team coordination forums, and managerial meetings. It provided contextual
insight into how issues discussed in the scrum master team were connected to wider
organizational dynamics. For the purpose of this paper, I analytically focus on the scrum master
team as a recurrent site in which tensions became particularly visible and were repeatedly
articulated and renegotiated.

To complement the observational data, 35 semi-structured interviews were conducted
with actors across different organizational roles, including scrum masters, agile coaches,
developers, product owners, and managers. Of these, seven interviews were conducted with
members of the scrum master team, who were directly involved in the focal routines analyzed
in this study. These interviews provided additional insight into how participants interpreted
tensions and understood their roles within the routines. All interviews were audio-recorded,
transcribed verbatim, and accompanied by analytical memos.

In addition, a variety of organizational artifacts were collected, including digital
collaboration boards (e.g., Miro), chat logs, internal documents, workshop materials, and
meeting agendas. These materials helped to trace how routines were materially supported, how
tensions were documented, and how temporary settlements became embedded in more durable
organizational arrangements.

Data collection followed an adaptive and event-sensitive sampling strategy (Bucher
& Langley, 2016). Rather than aiming for representativeness, attention focused on situations

in which routines were disrupted, tensions became explicit, or existing arrangements were
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called into question. This strategy aligns with prior studies on truce formation and erosion,
which emphasize the analytical value of moments in which coordination becomes problematic
(Zbaracki & Bergen, 2010; Kaplan, 2015; Salvato & Rerup, 2018; Broman & Rocha-Pinto,
2023). Such moments made it possible to trace how routines revealed their inherent fragility
and how actors engaged in the work of temporarily re-establishing stability.
Data analysis

The data analysis followed an iterative—abductive research logic (Strauss & Corbin,
1990; Locke et al., 2020), moving back and forth between the empirical material and emerging
theoretical concepts to develop a processual understanding of how truce dynamics unfolded
over time in everyday organizing. Multiple data sources were triangulated — including
observations, semi-structured interviews, and organizational artifacts — to strengthen analytical
rigor and credibility (Yin, 2014). The analysis proceeded in four distinct steps:
Step 1: Systematic identification of patterns of actions.
In the first step of my analysis, I focused on comprehensively identifying the routines of the
scrum master team. To achieve this, I examined the enacted patterns of action (Feldman, 2016)
— that is, the actual sequences of behavior performed by participants. I identified and analyzed
the following specific routines in depth.

Initially, the scrum master team began with a Retrospective routine, which served as
the primary reflective space for the team (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020; Ritter et al., 2024;
Mabhringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025). In this routine, the team analyzed its internal
collaboration and identified specific process improvements to be implemented in the next cycle
(Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020; Ritter et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schrdder, 2025). The
enacted pattern typically began with a reflection on team dynamics and also provided a space

in which members could express emotional or procedural frustrations.
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Next, the Community Sync routine was enacted biweekly. This routine focused on
cross-team alignment, which means that the scrum masters and agile coaches reported from
current topics and issues of their teams. The action pattern consisted of sharing status updates
and identifying technical or organizational dependencies across the different teams represented
by the scrum masters and agile coaches as well of setting goals for the next two weeks.

Seeking greater procedural clarity and transparency, the team introduced a new pattern
of action in the third iteration — the Review routine. The Review routine provided a session to
present tangible work results to the team and gather feedback for future iterations (Schwaber
& Sutherland, 2020; Ritter et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025).

Recognizing the need to define a new team vision, the team introduced another pattern
of action in the fifth iteration: the Vision routine. The Vision routine was a high-stakes
normative routine aimed at defining the team’s long-term identity. The enacted pattern involved
intensive negotiation of shared values and leadership principles, facilitated by external
moderators to support the identity work required.

In the seventh iteration, the team identified the need to introduce another routine, as
the team day, which lasted up to eight hours, had become overloaded with multiple activities.
Several routines were performed sequentially within the same day, making it increasingly
difficult to address all topics in sufficient depth. To address this issue, the team introduced an
additional Planning routine. Rather than adding further content to the team day, this routine
redistributed work by creating a dedicated space to evaluate the availability of task-related
information and to define responsibilities for the upcoming two weeks (Schwaber &
Sutherland, 2020; Ritter et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schrdder, 2025). In doing so, the
Planning routine complemented the existing routines by structuring forward-looking

coordination outside the already saturated team day.
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Finally, in the eighth iteration, another pattern of action was introduced: a Kanban
Workshop routine emerged in response to perceived limitations of the Scrum methodology.
This routine represented an experimental shift in the team’s organizing logic. It served to share
knowledge about an alternative way of organizing work — the Kanban method (Anderson,
2011).

By identifying these specific patterns of action, I established a baseline of the team’s
everyday organizing (Table 1). This systematic description was crucial for the subsequent
analytical steps, as it provided the reference point for identifying where these enacted patterns
began to become unsettled. Additionally, I ordered the identified patterns of action

chronologically to reconstruct the emergence of the routines over time (Figure 1).

Insert Table 1 and Figure 1 about here

Step 2: Identifying truce breakdowns and the abductive shift to truce dynamics

In the second step of the analysis, I sought to understand why the patterns of action identified
in Step 1 repeatedly changed during the observed iterations. Although routines initially
appeared to provide a stable structure for coordinating the scrum master team, closer
examination of the observations revealed that the performance of some routines was repeatedly
interrupted by actions that redirected the discussion away from task coordination toward
addressing emerging tensions among participants.

These actions occurred across several routines. For example, during Retrospective
routines, participants occasionally shifted from reflecting on teamwork toward openly
expressing frustrations or questioning earlier remarks. Those frustrations and questions were
not immediately resolved — I observed them as a starting point for further discourses and

discussions within the team as well as the introduction of the Review routine. Similarly, during
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Community Sync meetings, participants raised concerns about normative ambiguity and
different leadership values, which made a need for a team vision transparent. In later stages of
the observations, during the Community Sync participants also questioned the productivity of
the eight-hour team’s day and the broader relevance of Scrum within the organization, which
led to discussions about introducing Kanban as an alternative way of organizing.

To better understand these recurring interruptions, I constructed a temporal overview
of the observed interactions, tracing when such tensions surfaced across different routine
performances. To conceptualize these moments, I drew on the notion of routines as truces
(Nelson & Winter, 1982). From this perspective, routines can be understood as temporary
settlements that allow actors to coordinate their actions while suspending underlying
disagreements (Salvato & Rerup, 2018). As these authors note, “when observed in routine
performance, a truce is an implicit agreement among routine participants to perform the routine
task (...) while suspending disputes about how to perform the task (Salvato & Rerup, 2018,
p. 171). Moments in which participants explicitly voiced such disputes therefore indicated
situations in which the tacit truce underlying the routine became unsettled. Identifying these
interruptions provided the analytical entry point for examining how participants subsequently
managed such tensions and restored the performability of the routines.

Because such truces remain largely implicit during routine performances, they were
not observed directly. Instead, they became empirically visible through the disputes and the
emergence of the patterns of action over time. I therefore examined which routines structured
the team day before an interruption occurred and how these configurations changed after
tensions had been addressed. In this sense, the truce became observable through the routine
configuration of the team day, while disputes became visible when participants questioned the

assumptions underlying these routines.
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The analysis revealed moments in which previously tacit settlements became unsettled
and were subsequently replaced by revised routine configurations. These shifts are summarized

in Table 2 and Figure 2.

Insert Table 2 and Figure 2 about here

Step 3: Identifying the interactional mechanisms of articulating, contesting and
absorbing

In the third step of the analysis, I examined how participants dealt with the moments
in which the tacit truce underlying the routines became unsettled. While Step 2 revealed that
routine performances were repeatedly interrupted by emerging tensions, it remained unclear
how the community was nevertheless able to continue performing the routines and re-settle the
truce(s) over time. To address this question, I returned to the interactional sequences
surrounding these interruptions and examined how participants responded to interruptive
actions within the unfolding routine performances.

This analysis revealed a recurring interactional process through which participants
first made previously implicit assumptions visible, subsequently contested them in interaction,
and eventually incorporated the resulting tensions into revised patterns of action. I
conceptualize these interactional mechanisms as articulating, contesting, and absorbing.

Articulating refers to interactional actions through which participants made previously
tacit assumptions explicit within the ongoing performance of routines. Empirically, such
articulations occurred when participants expressed frustrations, questioned earlier remarks, or
raised doubts about aspects of the community’s organizing practices. For example, during
several Retrospective meetings participants described coordination practices as “fuzzy” or

unclear and questioned how responsibilities were distributed across the community. Similarly,
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during Community Sync meetings participants raised concerns about the transparency of
coordination processes and whether existing meeting structures supported collaboration across
teams. Through these actions, aspects of the previously implicit settlement became visible
within the interaction.

Importantly, not every articulating action destabilized the truce. In many cases, such
remarks were acknowledged and incorporated into the discussion without producing
disagreement. However, in situations where articulating actions revealed divergent
interpretations or interests among participants (Nelson & Winter, 1982; Salvato & Rerup,
2018), the interaction frequently shifted into a phase of contesting. Contesting refers to
sequences of interaction in which participants responded to one another’s interruptive actions,
challenged underlying assumptions, and positioned themselves with regard to the articulated
and enacted issue.

An example of such contesting occurred when Lisa announced that Franc would
assume the role of Chief scrum master. While the decision had been presented as a managerial
adjustment, Anne immediately reacted critically, stating: “First Kanban is forced on us, now a
Chief scrum master...”. This response triggered a broader discussion about leadership
structures and the role of hierarchy within a community that had previously emphasized self-
organization. Through these exchanges, participants began to question whether hierarchical
coordination was compatible with their understanding of agile collaboration.

Similar contesting interactions emerged in later stages of the observations when
participants began questioning the organizational relevance of Scrum itself. During one
meeting, Tom stated, “I have my doubts about Scrum in our company,” while Anne added,
“What does the future of Agile look like for us?” These remarks triggered extended discussions
in which participants reflected on whether Scrum had been imposed too rigidly across teams

and whether alternative approaches such as Kanban might better fit the organization.

180



As these contesting interactions unfolded, participants collectively negotiated how the
emerging tensions could be handled in their ongoing organizing practices. I refer to these
processes as absorbing. Absorbing describes the interactional processes through which
participants incorporated the tensions that had surfaced during contesting into revised patterns
of action that allowed the routines to continue.

Empirically, absorbing occurred through adjustments to the routines and organizing
practices. For instance, earlier discussions about coordination problems led to the introduction
of additional coordination structures such as the Review routine. Similarly, following the
disputes about leadership and self-organization, the community organized a Vision Workshop
routine in which members collectively negotiated their understanding of leadership and
formulated a shared vision emphasizing the role of scrum masters in enabling teams to become
their own leaders. In later stages, the questioning of Scrum’s organizational relevance led the
community to experiment with alternative organizing practices, such as the Kanban Workshop
routine.

Through these adjustments, the tensions that had surfaced during contesting were
gradually incorporated into modified patterns of action that re-established a provisional
settlement and enabled the continued performance of the routines. Taken together, articulating,
contesting, and absorbing formed a recurring interactional process through which tacit
settlements became visible, contested, and subsequently reworked in practice. Identifying these
mechanisms provided the analytical basis for examining how these dynamics unfolded over
time, which is the focus of the next step of the analysis.

Step 4: Developing a spiral process model of truce episodes

In the final stage of my analysis, I aggregated the interactional mechanisms identified

in the previous step to develop a longitudinal model of the team’s evolution. Building on the

recurring sequence of articulating, contesting, and absorbing identified in Step 3, I noticed that
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these interruptions and their subsequent resolutions did not unfold in the same way throughout
the study. Instead, the tensions that surfaced in the routine performances increasingly
concerned different underlying assumptions about how the team organized its everyday work.

This observation led me to compare the interruptions and their respective resolutions
across the emergence of the team day. Through this abductive process, I identified three
qualitatively distinct phases in which different types of assumptions became unstable and were
subsequently renegotiated through revised routine configurations. I analytically bracketed
these phases as three truce episodes (A, B, and C), each characterized by a different layer of
settlement being contested and subsequently stabilized. As visualized in Figure 3, these
episodes reflect recurring phases in which tacit settlements became explicit, were contested in

interaction, and were subsequently incorporated into revised patterns of action.

Insert Figure 3 about here

The red sequences in Figure 3 illustrate phases in which articulating and contesting
interactions surfaced tensions and brought previously implicit assumptions into discussion.
During these phases, participants openly questioned aspects of their collaboration, which
initiated dispute interactions about how the community should organize its work. The green
sequences represent periods in which these tensions were absorbed into revised settlements
(truce) that temporarily stabilized the team’s everyday organizing and enabled a provisional
“working peace.”

The identification of these episodes followed an abductive process. I observed that
whenever a set of tensions had been absorbed into revised settlements (truce), the team did not

simply return to a previous truce. Instead, the resolution of one set of disputes enabled the
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community to surface and negotiate more complex underlying issues in subsequent
interactions.

In episode A (procedural truce), contesting interactions primarily focused on structural
aspects of coordination. The truce at this stage was anchored in the “how” of daily
collaboration. Articulating actions — such as describing coordination processes as “fuzzy” or
questioning how responsibilities were distributed — initiated discussions about procedural
clarity. Through contesting interactions, participants negotiated how meetings should be
structured and how work results should be communicated across the community. These
tensions were absorbed through adjustments to the coordination routines, including the
introduction of additional structures such as the Review routine. As a result, the team
established a more stable procedural settlement that clarified how collaboration should be
organized.

As these procedural foundations stabilized, the focus of contesting interactions
gradually shifted toward deeper normative questions concerning identity and leadership. This
transition marked episode B (normative truce). Here, articulating actions challenged underlying
assumptions about leadership and self-organization. For example, when Lisa announced the
appointment of a Chief scrum master, participants questioned whether hierarchical
coordination was compatible with the community’s understanding of agile collaboration. These
contesting interactions triggered broader discussions about the role of leadership within the
community. The tensions were eventually absorbed through collective sensemaking processes
such as the Vision Workshop routine, during which the team negotiated a shared understanding
of leadership that emphasized enabling teams rather than directing them.

Finally, episode C (institutional truce) emerged as the focus of contesting interactions
shifted toward the broader organizational legitimacy of agile organizing. In this phase,

articulating actions questioned whether Scrum remained an appropriate framework within the
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organization. Participants openly expressed doubts about the effectiveness of Scrum and
discussed whether alternative approaches might better fit the company’s context. These
contesting interactions triggered reflections on the broader purpose and impact of the routines
itself. The tensions were gradually absorbed through experimentation with alternative
organizing practices, such as the introduction of a Kanban Workshop routine and adjustments
to the format of the team’s routines.

By synthesizing these episodes, 1 developed the theoretical concept of spiral
progression. Rather than following a purely linear or cyclical trajectory, the dynamics of
articulating, contesting, and absorbing enabled the community to repeatedly renegotiate the
tacit settlements underlying its routines. Each successfully absorbed tension created a more
stable baseline that allowed participants to surface and address increasingly complex issues. In
this sense, the team’s development followed a spiral-like progression in which procedural
coordination, normative identity, and institutional legitimacy were successively negotiated.
This model demonstrates that truces in intra-organizational contexts are not static arrangements
but dynamic and multi-layered achievements that are continuously reproduced through the
ongoing performance of routines. Table 3 provides an overview of the interactional

mechanisms and actions over all three observed episodes.

Insert Table 3 about here
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Findings

The findings are structured around three empirically identified truce episodes that
unfolded sequentially over time. Each episode captures a distinct configuration of tensions and
temporary settlements within the routines of the scrum master team. Together, they show how
work was sustained through repeated cycles in which tacit settlements became explicit, were
contested in interaction, and were subsequently incorporated into revised patterns of action.

Further, the findings are presented episode by episode. Each episode consists of (1) a
vignette that reconstructs key moments in routine performance and (2) an analysis that
explicates how articulating, contesting, and absorbing unfolded within and across routines.
This structure allows me to trace how truce work shifted over time — from procedural
adjustments to normative alignment, and finally to institutional reflexivity.

Across the three episodes, similar underlying tensions — particularly around
leadership, autonomy, and the legitimacy of agile organizing — recurred. However, they were
processed through different routines and at different analytical levels. The episodes thus
illustrate how truce dynamics evolve not linearly but spirally, as each temporary settlement
stabilizes coordination while simultaneously creating the conditions for renewed tensions.

Truce episode A: procedural coordination under role ambiguity

Vignette 1: During the scrum master team meeting, which took place every two weeks and usually
began with a retrospective of the past two weeks, the atmosphere changed within minutes. Almost all
team members named conflicts, frustration, and negativity as current issues. Tom facilitated the
retrospective and asked Anne to explain what she meant by frustration. Anne said that the last Daily
had left her confused, especially because of a remark made by Lisa.

Franc agreed: “I find the tension in the team unfortunate, but I don’t see a solution — I’d like to help.
Lisa’s (the team lead’s) negativity affects the whole team.”

Lisa was already close to tears and explained that the reason for her negativity was the lack of a Prime
Directive in the team. The scrum master team was temporarily interrupted to de-escalate. Afterwards,
Lisa continued: “I always receive unfinished things and then have to complete them. A lot has piled
up, and it takes a lot of openness for me to talk about it. This frustration has been hanging over the team
like a cloud for a long time.”

Marc wished for fewer directives from Lisa and more openness. Lisa, on the other hand, wanted to be
perceived more as a colleague and wished for greater self-organization within the team. Ralph pointed
out that these statements did not match: “We receive too many instructions to work in a self-organized
way.”

Sara, still relatively new to the team, asked whether the problem had developed recently or gradually.
Lisa replied: “It developed gradually — what the team wants from me, I don’t want. That’s a conflict of
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interest. This became clear again in the feedback sessions. I can’t identify with my current job profile.
I’'m in conflict and will never be able to meet your expectations.”

Sara suggested: “I can take on a mediator role, and we can organize a workshop on mutual wishes and
expectations.”

Anne added: “This problem has already occurred for the third time in our two years of working together
—this isn’t new. But I don’t understand Lisa’s comment about the missing Prime Directive — Lisa should
expect everyone to do their best. Actually, we should have learned from past situations how to solve
such problems.”

Anne continued to explain the incident: “I was given a task to create a PowerPoint presentation that I
was supposed to show to ‘Gerlinde’ (a metaphor for Lisa). I made a Minimal Viable Product, and
‘Gerlinde’ tore it apart. We want to work in an agile and iterative way, but expectations are still higher.”
Lisa replied: “Yes, we work incrementally, but ‘Klaus’ (a metaphor for Anne) came very late and
wasn’t finished. I need more output.”

Sara proposed redesigning the workflow process: Task — Proposal — Completion.

Lucas added: “It’s not only Lisa’s feedback itself but also the way she gives it — not everyone can
handle that.” Marc agreed that many team members were reluctant to speak openly about their issues.

Lisa confirmed that her own Prime Directive was also gone after this conversation. Anne was shocked.
Marc agreed: “Lisa is a leader but doesn’t want to be one — yet she doesn’t delegate and keeps her hands
on everything.”

Sara emphasized again: “We need a separate meeting to clarify this; it can’t be resolved quickly.
There’s a lot simmering beneath the surface.”

The scrum master team took a break and later discussed more general topics.

In the following session, it became clear that the members recognized the need for adaptation. They
discussed whether the scrum master team should run its own sprints — but given the differing opinions,
they agreed on a more pragmatic measure: introducing a new review routine. Lisa summarized: “You’re
asking for more transparency, reliability, and commitment — we could achieve that this way.” Two
weeks later, the adaptation was tested. The review routine immediately led to high productivity,
structure, and effective treatment of many issues.

Analysis truce episode A

The first vignette illustrates the first truce episode. The interaction between Lisa, the
formal team lead, and the scrum masters shows how cooperation persisted even though tensions
of procedural structure remained unresolved. Rather than being resolved, these tensions were
managed through the interactional sequence of articulating, contesting, and absorbing (see
Figure 4).
Articulating — making the tacit settlement explicit in retrospective performance

At the beginning of the episode, tensions became visible during the performance of
the Retrospective routine, which regularly opened the biweekly scrum master team meetings.
Within this routine, participants are expected to reflect on collaboration and process issues. In
Episode A, however, the interaction shifted from methodological reflection toward articulating

disagreements about leadership and the coordination of work.
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Several team members expressed frustration and confusion regarding feedback
practices and decision-making authority. Anne described feeling “confused” after the previous
Daily, while Franc remarked that “the negativity affects the whole team.” Through these
statements, participants articulated tensions between expectations of iterative, self-organized
work and perceived demands for completeness and control.

Importantly, these articulations emerged within the routine performance itself. The
retrospective provided the interactional format in which dissatisfaction could be expressed and
collectively acknowledged. In this way, aspects of the previously tacit settlement underlying
the routine became visible in the interaction.

Articulating intensified when Lisa responded by expressing her own role-related
tensions. She stated that she often received unfinished work and therefore had to complete it
herself, adding that she would “never be able to meet your expectations.” Through this
response, Lisa articulated a counter-position within the same routine performance. Her
statements revealed the incompatibility between her formal accountability as team lead and the
team’s expectations of collegial self-organization.

Through these articulating actions, previously implicit assumptions about leadership,
responsibility, and work standards became explicit within the routine interaction.

Contesting — negotiating incompatible expectations

As these articulations accumulated, the interaction shifted into a phase of contesting.
Participants began responding to one another’s statements, challenging underlying
assumptions, and positioning themselves about the articulated issues. For example, Marc
expressed a desire for fewer directives from Lisa and greater openness in the team. Ralph
responded that this expectation did not correspond to the team’s experience of receiving
extensive guidance. Anne further questioned Lisa’s reference to a missing “Prime Directive”,

arguing that team members should already assume that everyone is doing their best.
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Through a metaphorical example involving the creation of a minimal viable product
presentation, Anne illustrated a tension between agile principles of iterative work and perceived
expectations of completeness. Lisa responded by emphasizing the pressure she experienced to
deliver finished results, explaining that she often had to complete unfinished work herself.

Through these exchanges, participants contested incompatible expectations regarding
leadership authority and procedural clarity. As the interaction unfolded, the retrospective
temporarily lost its coordinating function, as participants engaged in contesting interpretations
of their collaboration. Through this process, an existing truce — an implicit accommodation
between unclear responsibilities, and lack of transparency, became collectively visible and
unstable.

Absorbing — re-establishing coordination through routine adjustment

Following this contesting phase, participants began to translate the articulated tensions
into adjustments of their routine performances. Rather than resolving the conflict directly, the
scrum master team incorporated the tensions into revised patterns of action.

Two proposals became central in this phase: the redesign of the workflow sequence
(task, proposal, completion) and the introduction of a Review routine into future team
meetings. Both interventions modified how work outputs and expectations were handled within
the team’s routines.

By introducing a dedicated space for reviewing outputs and feedback, disagreement
about quality standards and completeness became embedded in a structured interaction format.
Lisa framed the Review routine as a means of restoring coordination, stating that the team’s
request for “transparency, reliability, and commitment” could be addressed through this
adjustment.

Two weeks later, the Review routine was enacted. Participants reported that

discussions became more focused, and that coordination improved. From a routine dynamics
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perspective, this stabilization did not result from resolving the underlying tension of unclear
responsibilities. Instead, the tension was absorbed into a revised configuration of routines that

enabled continued coordination.

Insert Figure 4 about here

Episode A as a procedural truce

Taken together, episode A illustrates how truce dynamics unfold through the reconfiguration
of routine performances. The Retrospective routine enabled articulating by surfacing tensions,
contesting interactions exposed incompatible expectations, and subsequent adjustments to
coordination routines absorbed these tensions by embedding them into procedural structures.
The resulting truce consisted of a provisional procedural settlement that allowed the team to
continue functioning despite unresolved disagreement about responsibilities. Stability was
achieved not through consensus but through the reorganization of how tensions were handled
in practice. This provisional settlement created the conditions for subsequent episodes, in
which similar tensions resurfaced at deeper levels of the team’s organizing.

Truce episode B: normative alignment of leadership and self-organization

Vignette 2: At the end of April, it becomes apparent that the previously introduced adjustment — the
new review routine — has quietly disappeared from the scrum master team meetings. It is replaced by
the familiar structure: a retrospective followed by general topics.

The retrospective reveals an ambivalent picture: on the one hand, successes are acknowledged, such as
Anne’s successful presentation at the trade fair; on the other hand, the atmosphere quickly changes
when structural issues are raised. Anne expresses a desire for further training in team building but points
out the associated costs. Lisa responds critically: despite cost-saving measures, she considers it possible
to expand areas of responsibility — for example through training — and expects the same initiative from
others.

Lisa then announces that Franc will take over the role of Chief scrum master to relieve her of some
management tasks and coordinate the scrum masters. The decision — made without team involvement
—meets resistance. While Lisa refuses to discuss it (“The decision is not up for debate), Anne responds
sharply: “First Kanban is forced on us, now a Chief scrum master ...”

Lisa then brings up the topic of customer contact: the scrum masters should support their Product
Owners in strengthening communication with clients. Jesse doubts this is feasible given the budget
constraints. Lisa reacts sharply: “Your negativity annoys me — sometimes you just have to do it!”” This
outburst ends the meeting abruptly.

Two weeks later, the regular scrum master team meeting is replaced by a vision workshop. The goal is
to find a shared orientation. Especially the discussion of values and leadership reveals how different
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individual perspectives are: Lisa emphasizes “leadership through vision and expertise,” whereas the
scrum masters formulate: “We enable teams to become their own leaders.” After intense discussions
and several iterations, the scrum masters’ vision prevails.

Analysis truce episode B

Episode B shows how a procedurally stabilized truce becomes unsettled when it is no
longer reproduced in routine performance and how tensions subsequently shift from questions
of coordination toward questions of leadership and authority. Whereas episode A centered on
procedural adjustments within coordination routines, episode B unfolds through changes in
how existing routines are performed and through the introduction of a dedicated vision routine
within the scrum master team (see Figure 5).

Articulating — surfacing tensions of leadership understanding

The first articulating actions in episode B do not occur through explicit confrontation
but through changes in routine performance. The Review routine introduced in episode A is no
longer enacted and gradually disappears from scrum master team meetings. Instead, meetings
revert to their previous structure consisting of a Retrospective routine followed by general
discussion topics.

The absence of the Review routine indicates that the previously negotiated procedural
settlement is no longer reproduced in practice. The coordination structure that had temporarily
stabilized expectations in episode A is no longer enacted, allowing earlier tensions to reappear
within routine interactions.

During the Retrospective routine, participants begin articulating concerns related to
responsibility and capability development. Anne raises the issue of additional training for team
building but points to the absence of a dedicated budget. Through this statement, she articulates
a tension between expectations that scrum masters should take responsibility for organizational

development and the limited resources available to do so.
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Articulation intensifies when Lisa announces that Franc will assume the role of Chief
scrum master to coordinate the activities of the scrum masters. The decision is communicated
without prior discussion and is presented as final. By stating that “the decision is not up for
debate”, Lisa articulates a hierarchical interpretation of leadership within a setting that had
previously emphasized collective reflection and self-organization.

Through these articulating actions, tensions surrounding leadership authority and
autonomy become visible within the routine interaction.

Contesting — negotiating incompatible understandings of leadership

As these articulations accumulate, the interaction shifts into a phase of contesting.
Participants begin responding to one another’s statements and questioning the assumptions
underlying the announced leadership arrangement.

Anne reacts critically to the introduction of the Chief scrum master role, stating: “First
Kanban is forced on us, now a Chief scrum master”. Through this response, she challenges the
legitimacy of the decision and frames it as another externally imposed change.

Further contesting interactions occur when Lisa introduces the expectation that scrum
masters should intensify customer communication by supporting product wwners. Jesse
questions whether this expectation is feasible given the existing budget constraints. Lisa
responds sharply by criticizing what she perceives as negativity within the team.

These exchanges reveal competing interpretations of leadership and responsibility.
While Lisa frames leadership as providing direction and ensuring output, other members of the
scrum master team emphasize shared responsibility and self-organized collaboration.

As the discussion escalates, the Retrospective and Community Sync routines lose its
capacity to organize the interaction and the meeting ends abruptly. Through this contesting

phase, the previously implicit settlement regarding leadership and authority becomes unstable.
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Absorbing — re-establishing coordination through normative reconfiguration

Following this escalation, the scrum master team suspends the regular routine format
and replaces the next meeting with a Vision Workshop routine. This shift represents a
reconfiguration of the routines: instead of addressing tensions within recurring coordination
routines, participants move into a setting explicitly designed for reflection on shared values
and principles.

Within the Vision Workshop routine, participants discuss different understandings of
leadership and collaboration. Lisa emphasizes “leadership through vision and expertise”,
framing leadership as providing direction and guidance. In contrast, the scrum masters
articulate an alternative understanding summarized in the statement: “We enable teams to
become their own leaders”.

Through iterative discussions and group work, these positions are gradually translated into a
shared vision statement. In this way, tensions surrounding leadership authority are incorporated
into a collectively articulated understanding of the scrum master role.

Absorbing in episode B operates at a normative level. Instead of modifying coordination
routines as in episode A, participants re-establish a temporary settlement by aligning
interpretations of leadership and responsibility. This normative settlement stabilizes

collaboration within the routine cluster while leaving formal authority relations unchanged.

Insert Figure 5 about here

Episode B as a normative truce in the scrum master team
Taken together, episode B illustrates how truce dynamics evolve when procedural

adjustments lose their stabilizing capacity. The disappearance of the Review routine allows
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earlier tensions to reappear within routine interactions, while articulating and contesting actions
shift the focus of disagreement toward leadership and authority.

The Vision Workshop routine absorbs these tensions by relocating them to the level
of shared values and interpretations. The resulting truce consists of a normative settlement that
temporarily stabilizes collaboration by aligning understandings of leadership and
responsibility.

Compared to episode A, the locus of truce work shifts from procedural coordination
routines toward reflective routines that organize collective sensemaking. This shift prepares
the ground for episode C, in which similar tensions reappear at the level of organizational
legitimacy.

Truce episode C: institutional reflexivity and the legitimacy of agile organizing

Vignette 3: In the following community meeting, the team members present a “Guild Mandate”
designed to allow scrum masters to make autonomous decisions within their teams. Already in the
retrospective, the newly appointed Chief scrum master, Franc, addresses the group with the question:
“Do we want to change our community meetings (...) — is everything still okay for you?”

Anne replies that the community is overloaded and too time-consuming — with six to eight hours, the
format is no longer productive. She advocates splitting the meetings so that tasks can be discussed more
focused and more can be achieved. Since part of the group works on-site while others work from home,
it is eventually agreed to fully digitize the format and outsource the planning.

The first community meeting in this new setup takes place in early August. The team praises the digital
structure: communication problems that previously occurred in the hybrid format almost disappear.
Nevertheless, Franc later points out a serious issue: “Ben (the Chief Technology Officer) has doubts
about Agile.” The group perceives this uncertainty as an upcoming “obstacle that will soon affect us.”
At the same time, increasing company-wide demands for Kanban prompt Jesse to offer the team a short
Kanban workshop.

Two weeks later, these doubts intensify: now they are also voiced within the team. Tom states, “I have
my doubts about Scrum in our company.” Anne adds, “What does the future of Agile look like for us?”
Tom reports that during his vacation he reflected on this and concluded that it might have been a mistake
to impose Scrum on all teams. The group comes to believe that Kanban might be a more sustainable
alternative.

Analysis truce episode C

Episode C shows how a normatively stabilized truce becomes unsettled when tensions
extend beyond questions of leadership and collaboration toward the broader organizational
legitimacy of agile organizing. Whereas episode B stabilized collaboration through a shared

interpretation of leadership articulated in the Vision Workshop routine, episode C unfolds
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through interactions in which participants begin questioning the continued relevance of the
routines and organizing principles underlying the scrum master team (see Figure 6).
Articulating — surfacing institutional tensions in routine interaction

The first articulating actions in episode C occur when the previously negotiated
understanding of leadership and autonomy is translated into formal arrangements. The
introduction of the guild mandate seeks to operationalize the shared vision by specifying roles
and decision rights for scrum masters within their teams. In this sense, the normative settlement
established in episode B becomes embedded in a more formal organizational artifact.

However, articulating actions soon extend beyond this formalization. During the
Retrospective routine, Franc raises the question of whether the existing meeting format still
works for the community, asking: “Do we want to change our community meetings — is
everything still okay for you?” Through this question, the routine itself becomes an object of
reflection.

Anne responds by articulating concerns about the scope and duration of the routines,
stating that the six-to-eight-hour format has become unproductive. Participants subsequently
discuss changes to the structure of the team day, including splitting the team day into smaller
sessions and moving the format fully into a digital setting.

Articulation expands further when doubts about agile organizing enter the discussion.
Franc reports that the Chief Technology Officer has expressed doubts about agile ways of
working. Shortly afterwards, similar doubts are articulated within the community itself. Tom
states: “I have my doubts about Scrum in our company,” while Anne asks, “What does the
future of Agile look like for us?”

Through these statements, tensions are no longer directed toward specific routines
within the team but toward the broader organizing logic underlying them. Participants begin

questioning whether Scrum remains an appropriate framework for the organization. In this
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way, articulating actions in episode C bring institutional assumptions about agile organizing
into the interaction.
Contesting — negotiating the legitimacy of agile organizing

As these articulations accumulate, the interaction shifts again into a phase of
contesting. Participants begin responding to one another’s statements and discussing different
interpretations of the role and future of agile practices within the organization.

Tom reflects that he used his vacation to reconsider whether introducing Scrum across
all teams had been the right decision. He suggests that imposing Scrum may have been a
mistake and that alternative approaches could be more suitable for the company’s context.
Anne similarly questions how agile practices should evolve within the organization.

Through these exchanges, participants contest the legitimacy of Scrum as the
dominant organizing framework. Whereas earlier episodes focused on how routines should be
coordinated or interpreted, the contesting interactions in episode C concern whether the
existing framework itself remains appropriate.

These discussions do not produce immediate agreement but instead open a space in
which alternative interpretations of agile organizing can be considered.

Absorbing — re-establishing coordination through Kanban Workshop routine

Following these contesting interactions, the scrum master team absorbs the emerging
tensions by introducing learning-oriented activities that allow participants to explore
alternative approaches to organizing work. Thus, Jesse offers to organize a Kanban Workshop
routine in response to increasing company-wide interest in Kanban. This routine provides an
opportunity for the team to examine an alternative framework for organizing work and to
compare it with existing Scrum practices.

Rather than resolving disagreements through procedural adjustments or normative

alignment, the team incorporates the tensions into a collective learning process. Through the
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workshop, differences in interpretation are not eliminated but are translated into opportunities
for reflection and experimentation.

From a routine dynamics perspective, absorbing in episode C occurs through the
introduction of routines that support collective exploration and adaptation. These learning-
oriented routines allow participants to continue coordinating their work while keeping

alternative organizing approaches under consideration.

Insert Figure 6 about here

Episode C as an institutional truce within the scrum master team

Taken together, episode C illustrates how truce dynamics extend to the institutional
level when participants begin questioning the broader organizing principles underlying their
routines. Articulating actions surface doubts about the continued relevance of Scrum,
contesting interactions expose different interpretations of agile organizing, and learning-
oriented routines absorb these tensions by allowing the team to explore alternative approaches.

The resulting truce consists of a provisional institutional settlement that stabilizes
collaboration by accommodating uncertainty about the future of agile organizing. Instead of
reaffirming a single framework, the community maintains coordination by creating space for
ongoing reflection and experimentation.

Compared to the previous episodes, the locus of truce work shifts again: from
procedural coordination routines (episode A) to normative reflection on leadership (episode
B), and finally to institutional questioning of the organizing framework itself (episode C). In
this sense, the episode illustrates how truce dynamics unfold across multiple layers of

organizing within the scrum master team.
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Synthesis: the becoming of routine (un-) settlements through truce dynamics

A cross the three episodes, the analysis reveals a systematic shift in how tacit
settlements underlying the routines of the scrum master team become unsettled and
subsequently re-stabilized through revised patterns of action.

In episode A, unsettlements emerge within the performance of coordination routines,
most notably the Retrospective routine. Articulating and contesting interactions surface
tensions related to unclear responsibilities and conflicting expectations regarding work
outcomes. These tensions are absorbed through procedural reconfiguration, particularly
through the introduction of the Review routine and adjustments to coordination practices. The
resulting settlement stabilizes coordination by restructuring how expectations are handled
within routine performance, without resolving the underlying contradiction between leadership
authority and self-organization.

In episode B, this procedural settlement becomes unsettled as the Review routine is
no longer consistently enacted. Tensions re-emerge within the retrospective and community
discussions, now shifting toward incompatible interpretations of leadership and responsibility.
Articulating and contesting interactions no longer concern coordination alone but challenge the
underlying assumptions guiding routine performance. These unsettlements are absorbed
through normative reconfiguration, most prominently in the Vision Workshop routine, where
participants negotiate a shared understanding of leadership and the role of scrum masters. The
resulting settlement stabilizes routine performance through shared meaning rather than through
procedural structuring.

In episode C, unsettlements extend further toward the institutional assumptions
underpinning the routines themselves. Articulating and contesting interactions problematize
not only how routines are performed, but whether Scrum constitutes an appropriate organizing

framework in the first place. These tensions are absorbed through the introduction of learning-
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oriented practices, i.e., the Kanban Workshop routine, which enable exploration of alternative
organizing logics. In this phase, routine performance is stabilized by incorporating reflexivity
into ongoing practice, allowing the team to continue coordinating despite unresolved
uncertainty regarding the broader organizing framework.

Taken together, the analysis shows that the observed tacit settlements evolve from
procedural reconfiguration to normative alignment and ultimately to institutional reflexivity.
Each settlement stabilizes routine performance while simultaneously generating new

conditions under which further unsettlements become possible.

Insert Figure 7 about here

Truce dynamics as a spiral process of routines

The interactional mechanisms of articulating, contesting, and absorbing constitute the
processual core through which routines are continuously reconfigured.

Articulating makes previously tacit assumptions visible within routine performance.
Contesting exposes incompatible expectations and renders existing settlements untenable.
Absorbing incorporates these tensions into revised patterns of action that allow coordinated
action to continue. Crucially, absorbing does not eliminate tensions but reorganizes them.

As aresult, routine development does not follow a linear or cyclical trajectory. Instead,
it unfolds as a spiral process in which each settlement reconfigures the conditions for
subsequent unsettlements. Tensions that are provisionally stabilized at one level of organizing
reappear in modified form at another.

Routine persistence, therefore, rests on the continuous reorganization of tension.
Stability is not achieved through resolution, but through the ongoing production of temporary

settlements that render coordination possible despite persistent differences.
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Discussion

This study examined how cooperation is sustained under conditions of persistent
tension by tracing truce dynamics within the routines of a scrum master team in everyday
organizing over time. Drawing on a qualitative case study, the analysis shows that coordination
does not rest on the resolution of conflict but on the continuous reconfiguration of tacit
settlements that temporarily stabilize routine performance. Stability emerges through
interactional mechanisms in which previously tacit settlements become unsettled through
articulating and contesting interactions and are subsequently absorbed into revised patterns of
action that allow coordination to continue.

Rather than constituting stable agreements, truces appear as provisional and inherently
unstable settlements that are repeatedly unsettled and re-stabilized in practice. Working peace,
therefore, is not achieved by eliminating disagreement, but by continuously reorganizing it
through routine performance. By situating truce dynamics within everyday routine enactment,
this study advances the literature on routines as truces in four ways.

Truces as ongoing accomplishments in routine performance

Prior research has shown that coordination persists through temporary settlements that
suspend conflict (Nelson & Winter, 1982; Zbaracki & Bergen, 2010; Kaplan, 2015; Salvato &
Rerup, 2018; D’Adderio & Safavi, 2021). Empirically, however, these dynamics have
predominantly been examined in situations characterized by strategic intervention, episodic
disruption, or intergroup conflict. As a result, truce work often appears as an exceptional
response to breakdown.

The present study shifts attention to the ongoing accomplishment of truces within
everyday routine performance. By following routines over time, the analysis shows that

tensions are not occasional disruptions but recurrent features of organizing. These tensions

199



continuously unsettle tacit settlements and require actors to renegotiate how routines can be
performed.

This finding reframes truces as inherently processual. Rather than stabilizing routines
once and for all, truces are continuously enacted, unsettled, and re-stabilized through
interaction. In line with routine dynamics research (Feldman, 2000; Feldman & Orlikowski,
2011), routines persist not by suppressing difference but by organizing it. Truces are therefore
not external to routines but constitute a core mechanism through which routine performance
remains possible.

Truce dynamics across interdependent routines

A second contribution concerns the distribution of truce dynamics across multiple
routines (Kremser & Blagoev, 2021; Sailer et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schrdder, 2025).
Existing research has typically located truces within individual routines that are enacted by
actors of different organizational groups. The present findings show that unsettled settlements
are articulated, contested, and absorbed across several interrelated routines.

Reflective routines such as retrospectives function as sites in which tensions become
visible. However, these tensions are rarely absorbed within the same routine. Instead,
absorption occurs through reconfigurations of other routines, such as the introduction of the
Review routine, Vision Workshop routine or Kanban Workshop routine.

This extends prior work on routine interdependence (Pentland et al., 2012; Kremser
et al., 2019; Sailer et al., 2024; Mahringer & Danner-Schroder, 2025) by showing that truce
dynamics unfold across sequences of routine performances rather than within isolated routines.
Microdynamics of truce work: articulating, contesting, and absorbing

Third, the study specifies the interactional mechanisms through which tacit

settlements become unsettled and re-stabilized. The analysis identifies three interactional
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mechanisms — articulating, contesting, and absorbing— that structure truce dynamics in routine
performance.

Articulating renders previously tacit assumptions visible within interaction.
Contesting exposes incompatible expectations and destabilizes existing settlements. Absorbing
incorporates these tensions into revised patterns of action that enable continued coordination.

This account complements and extends prior work on routine microdynamics (e.g.,
Salvato & Rerup, 2018; D’Adderio & Safavi, 2021).

In contrast, the present findings highlight a sequential and generative process.
Tensions are not primarily managed by separating or suppressing them (Zbaracki & Bergen,
2010), but by making them explicit (articulating), engaging them in interaction (contesting),
and embedding them into revised patterns of action (absorbing). Working peace thus emerges
not from minimizing tension, but from repeatedly reorganizing unsettled settlements in ways
that sustain coordinated action.

Importantly, absorbing does not resolve tensions. Each settlement remains provisional
and reshapes the conditions under which future unsettlements emerge. Routine stability is
therefore a dynamic accomplishment grounded in the ongoing processing of tension.

Spiral progression of truce dynamics

Finally, the analysis shows that truce dynamics evolve across episodes in a patterned
manner. Unsettlements initially concern procedural coordination and are absorbed through
structural adjustments. As these arrangements lose stabilizing capacity, tensions shift toward
normative questions of leadership and are absorbed through shared meaning, before extending
to institutional assumptions addressed through reflexive and learning-oriented practices.

This progression aligns with processual perspectives that conceptualize organizing as
unfolding through temporally connected sequences (Langley & Tsoukas, 2016) and with

routine dynamics research emphasizing ongoing variation and reconfiguration of patterns of
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action (Feldman, 2000; Pentland & Feldman, 2008). However, the findings extend this view
by showing that routine development is structured through successive unsettlements of tacit
settlements.

Rather than returning to equilibrium, each absorption reorganizes the conditions for
future tensions, creating a path-dependent dynamic (D’Adderio, 2008; Pentland et al., 2012).
In this sense, truce dynamics follow a spiral progression in which each provisional settlement
stabilizes coordination while enabling new unsettlements at a different level. Routine
development thus moves toward increasingly reflexive forms of coordination rather than linear
improvement or cyclical repetition.

The observed spiral progression of truce dynamics can be further clarified through the
lens of organizational learning (Argyris & Schon, 1978). Across the episodes, the way unsettled
settlements are absorbed changes qualitatively. In the initial phase, procedural unsettlements
are addressed through structural adjustments, such as introducing new routines or modifying
workflows. This corresponds to single-loop learning, where actors adapt how work is
performed without questioning underlying assumptions. The truce is maintained by improving
coordination within existing expectations.

As tensions shift toward questions of leadership and responsibility, absorption takes a
different form. Rather than adjusting procedures, actors renegotiate the underlying assumptions
that guide their interaction, such as what leadership means or how responsibility should be
distributed. This reflects double-loop learning, in which not only actions but also the tacit
settlements themselves are revised (Argyris & Schon, 1978).

In the final phase, tensions extend to the broader legitimacy of the organizing logic
itself. Here, absorption occurs through learning-oriented practices, such as experimenting with
alternative approaches (e.g., Kanban). Importantly, actors do not settle on a fixed solution but

develop a capacity to continuously question and adapt their routines. This corresponds to
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deutero-learning, where the focus shifts from solving specific problems to learning how to deal
with recurring unsettlements over time (Dittrich et al., 2016).

Seen together, these shifts explain why truce dynamics follow a spiral rather than a
linear or cyclical pattern. Each phase does not simply resolve tensions but changes how
tensions are handled. Routine development thus progresses toward increasingly reflexive forms
of coordination, in which actors become more capable of recognizing and reorganizing
unsettled settlements as an ongoing feature of organizing.

Limitations and future research

This study is subject to several limitations. First, the analysis is based on a single
qualitative case study within an agile software context. Future research should examine
whether similar truce dynamics can be observed in other organizational settings. Second, the
study focuses on community-level coordination routines. Future work could investigate how
articulating, contesting, and absorbing unfold in, for example, division-level or team-level
routines.

Third, while the longitudinal design captures evolving unsettlements, longer time
frames may reveal further transformations, particularly regarding the stabilization of reflexive
practices themselves. Finally, future research could examine how truce dynamics interact with
power asymmetries, material artifacts, or digital infrastructures in shaping routine
performance.

Conclusion

This study shows that organizational routines persist under conditions of enduring
tension through the continuous reconfiguration of tacit settlements. Truce dynamics unfold as
recurring sequences in which settlements become unsettled through articulating and contesting

interactions and are subsequently absorbed into revised patterns of action.
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Working peace is therefore not a fixed state but a temporary outcome of ongoing
interactional work. As each settlement generates the conditions for further unsettlements, truces

follow a spiral process in which tensions are continuously reorganized rather than resolved.
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Tables

Routine Patterns of action

Retrospective Reflecting on team dynamics and defining action items.

Community Sync | Sharing updates and identifying cross-team dependencies.

Vision Workshop | Negotiating shared values and long-term leadership identity.

Kanban Sharing know-how on Kanban methodology and experimenting with task pull-
Workshop principles.

Planning Defining responsibilities, duration, and task-readiness for the next cycle.

Table 1: Routines of the scrum master team

Previously enacted routines
(tacit settlement)

Disputes and unsettlement in
routine performance

Reconfigured routines (new
tacit settlement)

The team day includes the
Retrospective and Community
Sync routines, through which
coordination and reflection are
assumed to be sufficiently
addressed.

During the Retrospective and
Community Sync routines,
participants express confusion
about roles, unclear
responsibilities, and lack of
transparency.

Introduction of the Review
routine, which creates a
dedicated space for presenting
work results and clarifying
expectations, thereby
restructuring how coordination
is handled within the team day.

The team day continues to rely
on Retrospective, Community
Sync, and (initially) Review
routines, implicitly assuming a
shared understanding of
leadership and self-
organization.

During the Retrospective and
Community Sync routine, the
appointment of a Chief scrum
master and leadership
expectations are openly
contested. Existing routines are
no longer sufficient to contain
these disagreements.

Introduction of the Vision
Workshop routine, which shifts
part of the coordination work
into a dedicated setting for
negotiating shared values and
leadership principles.

The team day is organized
around Retrospective,
Community Sync, and Vision
Workshop routines, assuming
Scrum as the dominant
organizing logic.

During the Retrospective and
Community Sync, participants
question the effectiveness of
Scrum and the format of the
team day itself. The routines
become sites of broader
institutional doubt.

Introduction of the Kanban
Workshop routine and
adjustments to the team day
(e.g., digitalization, shorter
sessions), enabling
experimentation with
alternative organizing logics.

Table 2: Overview of tacit settlements
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Truce episode A

Actions

Articulating

Frustration and anger in the team

Anne describes her feeling of helplessness after the last Daily, triggered
by a comment from Lisa.

Franc supports Anne: he thinks the trouble is a shame, sees no solution,
but wants to help to solve the problem.

Contesting

Marc expresses his wish: fewer instructions from Lisa, more openness.
Ralph disagrees: “That's not right — we get too much advice.”

Anne explains: The problem is recurring (“third time in two years”).
Anne criticizes Lisa's statement about the lack of a Prime Directive
(“actually, everyone should do their best”). Anne illustrates the problem
metaphorically: Assignment for PowerPoint -> ‘Gerlinde’ (Lisa) tears up
MVP -> “We want to work agilely, but perfection is expected.”

Lisa reacts emotionally (close to tears)

Lisa explains the cause of her negativity: lack of Prime Directive in the
team.

Lisa: “I always get unfinished things.”

“I have to finish them. It's piled up. The anger hangs over the team like a
veil.”

Lisa explains her counter-expectation: she wants to be seen as a
colleague and desires self-organization.

Lisa explains: “It developed gradually — conflict of interest, I can't
identify with my role.” Lisa says explicitly: “I will never be able to meet
your expectations.”

Lisa responds: “Yes, but ‘Klaus’ (Anne) arrived late and unfinished — I
need more output.”

Lisa says, “My Prime Directive is also gone after this conversation.”

Absorbing

Sara (new to the team) asks whether the problem is new or has
developed gradually.

Sara suggests a mediation workshop on “Wishes and Expectations”

Sara proposes a new work process: Order — Proposal — End

Marc agrees: "Many people don't dare to speak openly.

Sara steers toward a solution: “We need a separate appointment to
clarify this.”

Lisa summarizes: “You are calling for more transparency, reliability, and
commitment — this is how we could achieve that.”

Truce episode B

Actions

Articulating

Anne expresses desire for further training, refers to budget

Contesting

The team reacts irritably, especially Anne: “First Kanban is forced on us,
now a Chief scrum master ...”

Jesse expresses doubts (costs, capacity)

Team wants vision for self-organized work

Lisa responds critically: Continuing education possible despite cost
pressures; expects initiative

Lisa unilaterally announces: Franc will be Chief scrum master.

Lisa declares the discussion closed.
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e Lisa changes the subject: Customer contact; scrum masters should
support Product Owners

e Lisa reacts strongly: “Your negativity annoys me.”

e Lisa believes: leadership through expertise

Absorbing e  Community meeting replaced by Vision Workshop routine with external
moderators
e Lisaintroduces: Reference to previous workshop, wants to find common
ground

e  Teams develop an “agile vision” in group work
e  We enable teams to become their own leaders
e Introduction of the scrum master Guild Mandate

Truce episode C Actions

Articulating e  Franc: Does the format of the scrum master team day still work for you?
e  Anne: 6-8 hours are “no longer productive”
e  Franc reports on Ben's doubts about Agile

Contesting . Tom: “I have my doubts about Scrum in our company.”
. Anne questions the “future of Agile”
. Tom: Scrum introduced by force: mistake?
Absorbing . Scrum master team day to be held digitally and in shorter format
from now on
. Jesse: Conducting a Kanban Workshop routine

Table 3: Actions of articulating, contesting, and absorbing
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