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ABSTRACT

Organizations frequently fail to achieve field-level alignment through purposeful
communication alone. This paper introduces Defeat-Accelerated Purpose (DAP), a
mechanism explaining how concrete organizational failure — competitive displacement,
product collapse, or undeniable market share loss — functions as a cognitive phase
transition that eliminates the interpretive ambiguity sustaining resistance. Under stable
conditions, purpose internalization follows an extended diffusion timeline driven by
social negotiation and identity work. DAP bypasses this process: when defeat makes
the cost of non-alignment viscerally apparent, maintaining resistance becomes more
costly than compliance. Drawing on a longitudinal case study of a major Japanese
manufacturing conglomerate, | examine three DAP episodes and one baseline non-DAP
episode through process tracing. The analysis yields a four-condition model specifying
when defeat accelerates purpose versus when it produces scapegoating or paralysis,
and a five-phase process model describing the DAP sequence from defeat recognition
to purpose embedding.
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INTRODUCTION

There is a persistent anomaly in the organizational culture change literature.
Studies of purpose-driven transformation consistently report wide variance in
diffusion timelines: some organizations achieve field-level purpose alignment
in months, others require years of sustained effort to achieve comparable
penetration, and a substantial proportion never achieve it at all (Kotter,
2012). This variance is not well explained by differences in purpose content,
leadership quality, or communication investment. It is, however, consistently
associated with one contextual variable that the culture change literature
has treated as background noise rather than as a theoretically significant
mechanism: the presence or absence of recent organizational defeat.

The Reward Temporal Architecture framework introduced in Paper 1 of
this series (Nishina, 2026a) identifies this anomaly as a structural feature of
the Purpose reward dimension: under stable conditions, Purpose operates
on a five-year diffusion timeline; under crisis conditions, it operates
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near-immediately. What the RTA model does not yet explain is the mechanism
by which this temporal compression occurs — why defeat changes the
dynamics of purpose internalization rather than simply the pace. That is the
theoretical work this paper does.

The practical importance of this question is considerable. McKinsey (2018)
estimated that approximately 70 percent of organizational transformation
initiatives fail to achieve their stated objectives. A significant proportion of
these failures occur not because the transformation strategy was wrong but
because purpose communications that were strategically sound failed to
generate field-level alignment in the time available. If defeat is, as I argue, the
most powerful purpose accelerant available to management, understanding
its mechanism — including the condition s under which it accelerates
rather than destroys — is a design question with direct organizational
consequences. I proceed as follows: Section 2 develops the theoretical
foundations; Section 3 describes the methodology; Section 4 examines three
DAP episodes and one baseline; Section 5 presents the four-condition and
five-phase models; Section 6 addresses contributions, implications, and
ethics.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS
The Temporal Anomaly in Purpose Diffusion

The RTA framework maps Purpose onto two temporal strata: a five-year
medium-term horizon under stability, and a near-immediate horizon under
crisis. This bimodal structure is the anomaly DAP theory must explain.
If purpose diffusion is driven by the social processes of sensemaking,
negotiation, and identity work — as the dominant theoretical accounts
suggest — then why should a competitive defeat event compress a five-
year process to weeks? The defeat doesn’t change the purpose content.
It doesn’t change the organizational hierarchy or the formal communication
structure. What it changes is something more fundamental: the interpretive
environment in which employees process strategic demands.

Weick’s (1995) sensemaking framework offers the critical conceptual
resource here. Under conditions of stability, the individual employee’s
interpretation of strategic communications is anchored in the shared
interpretive frameworks of their immediate work group, which change only
through accumulated social interaction. This is why purpose takes five years
to penetrate under normal conditions — not because employees are irrational,
but because rational sensemaking under low urgency preserves existing
interpretive frameworks. Defeat disrupts this process at its foundation.
Weick’s (1993) concept of the cosmology episode — an event so discrepant
with existing frameworks that it collapses the sensemaking infrastructure
itself — provides the theoretical bridge: competitive defeat functions as a
cosmology episode for the strategic rationale that has been failing to gain
traction, delegitimizing the interpretive frameworks employees were using to
maintain distance from the strategic demand.
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The Three Cognitive Mechanisms of DAP

I propose that defeat triggers purpose acceleration through three distinct
cognitive mechanisms. The first is ambiguity elimination: under stable
conditions, the organization’s strategic direction is management’s preference,
not empirical fact. Concrete defeat collapses this interpretive field — when
market share data are public and the competitor’s product is in customers’
hands, the argument for change is no longer one interpretation among many.
It is a description of observable reality.

The second mechanism is structural attribution — the condition most
frequently absent in organizational defeat episodes. Defeat attributed to
individual incompetence produces scapegoating; defeat attributed to bad luck
produces fatalism. Only defeat that employees independently attribute to
organizational design produces the diagnostic that makes structural change
self-evident. The third mechanism is urgency generation: defeat makes the
cost of non-change concrete and immediate — not a projected future risk but
a present organizational fact. The result is a cognitive phase transition: not
a gradual shift in the probability that employees will support change, but a
discontinuous collapse of the resistance that was previously stable.

DAP’s Position in the Reward Portfolio

Within the RTA framework, DAP functions as a Purpose-specific temporal
compression mechanism with cascadingeffects across the full reward portfolio.
Purpose, in the RTA framework, is the reward dimension that supplies the
rational justification for accepting trade-offs in other dimensions. When
employees have a compelling purpose, they demonstrate elevated tolerance
for recognition disruption, psychological safety reduction, and belonging
erosion that would otherwise produce exit or active resistance. DAP, by
compressing purpose alignment, simultaneously expands the organization’s
capacity to execute painful changes across all other reward dimensions. This
is why defeat episodes that meet DAP conditions enable transformations
that years of stable management cannot: they activate the master lever that
unlocks all the others.

METHODOLOGY

This paper applies process tracing (Beach and Pedersen, 2013) to data
from the longitudinal case study described in Paper 1 (Nishina, 2026a).
Process tracing is appropriate because the theoretical claim is mechanistic:
I am not arguing that defeat is associated with purpose alignment, but that
defeat activates purpose alignment through a specific causal sequence, and
that the absence of any link in this sequence should produce a predictable
failure mode. The focal organization — a major Japanese manufacturing
conglomerate studied across four transformation episodes spanning
1999 to 2023 — provides three episodes that display DAP dynamics and
one baseline episode in which purpose diffused without a precipitating
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defeat event. This baseline is theoretically valuable: it provides the five-
year diffusion timeline against which DAP’s temporal compression can be
measured, and it allows me to rule out explanations that would attribute
rapid alignment in later episodes to organizational learning rather than to
defeat specifically.

Interview data were reanalyzed with specific attention to turning-point
accounts — moments informants identified as points of cognitive or
behavioral shift — and to retrospective attributions of cause. Informant A’s
long tenure allows direct comparison across the baseline and DAP episodes.
Informant B provides the most direct account of the DAP episode’s field-
level cognitive experience, having been personally responsible for the
operational domain in which the defeat was most acutely felt. Informant
C contributes the perspective of someone who could see the organizational
fragmentation from outside the domestic structure while it was still
invisible to insiders.

Process tracing validity was established through two analytical procedures.
Mechanism evidence was accepted only when the causal sequence —
ambiguity elimination, structural attribution, urgency generation — could
be independently confirmed across multiple informant accounts for each
DAP episode; where accounts diverged on mechanism order or presence, the
divergence was retained as analytically significant rather than resolved by
averaging. Each phase transition was additionally anchored to a concrete
observable referent: a documented organizational decision, a shift in
communication framing, or a specific informant account of behavioral
change. The non-DAP baseline (Issue I) served as the primary validation
anchor, providing the five-year diffusion timeline against which DAP’s
temporal compression is measured.

EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS
The Baseline: Purpose Without Defeat (Issue I, 1999-)

Management introduced a four-element strategic framework at the point
of international subsidiary establishment and proceeded to use it with
unusual consistency — as a decision-making reference in every context, at
every level, without exception. Informant A describes the initial field-level
response precisely: the framework was widely interpreted as a repackaging
of existing principles. It was not perceived as false, but it was not experienced
as necessary. It took approximately five years before the framework became
the default shared language — before employees reached for it not because
management required it but because it was the most available cognitive tool
for the strategic conversations that arose. There was no forcing function.
There was no undeniable event. There was only management’s disciplined
patience. It worked. It took five years. The contrast with what followed is
what makes DAP analytically visible.
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DAP Episode 1: Supply Failure as Structural Diagnosis (Issue IlI/1V)

The organization developed a next-generation consumer device and brought
it to market ahead of competitors. What followed was not strategically
correct: the complementary consumable components could not be supplied
at scale. The organization had to limit availability precisely during the
window when consumer adoption decisions were being made. A competitor’s
device, released shortly after, encountered no such constraint. Market share
transferred rapidly and durably.

Informant B’s account is striking for what it is not: an operational post-
mortem or performance analysis. It is an account of organizational identity
disruption — the inability to deliver was experienced as a fundamental
breach of what the organization stood for. The defeat was undeniable: the
stock-out was visible to customers, distributors, and press. It was structurally
attributed: the cause was the separation of domestic product development
from the global supply infrastructure that could have prevented it. These
two conditions met. The argument for organizational integration, which had
been organizational politics before, became organizational common sense
overnight. Informant C, who had understood the structural problem for years
but had been unable to make it legible to insiders, describes the shift with
precision: what changed was not his argument — the argument had been
the same for years. What changed was that the domestic organization had,
through the defeat, arrived at the same structural diagnosis independently.

DAP Episode 2: Belonging-Induced Blindness (Issue Ill)

The focal organization had built, over its long history, a purpose anchored
to domestic market leadership and product craftsmanship. The problem
was its directionality: it pointed toward the legacy platform. The belonging
asset associated with legacy identity — the organizational pride, the craft
culture, the shared sense of what the organization was — created perceptual
insulation against disruptive signals. This is Belonging-Induced Exploration
Blindness: a belonging asset so high-quality that it protected the organization
from recognizing the obsolescence of the identity it was anchored to. The
defeat that eventually broke through this insulation was not experienced as
failure — it was experienced as a betrayal of purpose. This is DAP operating
through a mechanism that Episode 1 did not require: not the revelation of
structural cause, but the delegitimization of the purpose that had sustained
the structural inertia.

DAP Episode 3: Transformational Peripherality (Issue IV, 2022)

The governance restructuring of 2022 illustrates not only the DAP mechanism
but a necessary enabling condition that pure cognitive theories of defeat
would miss: the requirement for a leader whose identity is not embedded in
the structures being dismantled. The executive who executed the restructuring
had a background in corporate planning and a subsidiary business, not core
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product operations. Informant C describes this as the decisive organizational
variable — more important than the specific governance design chosen.
An executive whose thirty-five-year career had been built in core product
operations would have faced the cognitive and social cost of knowing precisely
which relationships and legacies were being ended. That weight would have
produced, at minimum, delay; at maximum, an inability to execute at all.
Transformational Peripherality — the organizational advantage of change
leaders who lack deep embeddedness in the domain being transformed — is
not new in the leadership literature. What is new is its positioning within
DAP theory: peripherality is a precondition for Phase § (Purpose Embedding)
when the structural change required is sufficiently threatening to core-
business executives.

Table 1: Four structural conditions for defeat-accelerated purpose and consequences
of their absence.

Structural Condition Consequence When Absent

Condition 1 — Undeniability When absent: Employees maintain

The defeat must be empirically verifiable interpretive distance. The defeat is framed
and publicly documented. Internal as temporary or competitively inevitable.

performance data, competitor press releases, Purpose framing is dismissed as managerial
and market share reports must converge on spin. The five-year diffusion timeline reasserts
the same conclusion — one that cannot be itself — or fails entirely.

reasonably attributed to external factors.

Condition 2 — Structural Attribution When absent: The defeat triggers scapegoating
The defeat must be attributable to rather than structural change. A leader is
organizational design rather than removed; the organization experiences short-
individual failure. “We lost because our term catharsis; the structural conditions that
product development was organizationally produced the defeat are preserved. Belonging-
fragmented’ is structurally attributable. high cultures are particularly susceptible to
“We lost because the supply team made this failure mode.

poor decisions’ is not.

Condition 3 — Forward Alternative When absent: Defeat produces Defeat
Management must provide a credible path  Without Direction — employees accept the
forward before requesting organizational  failure diagnosis but cannot see a resolution.
sacrifice. Employees do not require a Exit rates increase; cynicism toward

complete roadmap — they require sufficient subsequent purpose communications deepens.
evidence of organizational agency to sustain This state is significantly harder to reverse

belief in a viable future. than initial resistance.

Condition 4 — Pre-Recovery Timing When absent: The defeat is rationalized rather
The window between defeat recognition than learned from. The organization interprets
and performance stabilization is where recovery as validation of existing structures
DAP operates. Once the organization rather than as a temporarily favorable

begins recovering — through workarounds, environment. The next defeat arrives without
competitor missteps, or market adjustment the institutional learning that the first could
— urgency dissipates. have produced.

Note. All four conditions must be present for DAP to function as a purpose accelerant. Absence of any
single condition redirects defeat energy toward a predictable failure mode.
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Table 2: The DAP phase sequence: organizational process and observable indicators.

Phase Organizational Process Observable Indicator
Phase 1 The organization publicly acknowledges Leadership communications shift
Defeat competitive failure. Leadership avoids  from performance framing to
Recognition minimization — a disciplined choice, structural diagnosis. Earnings calls,
since minimization is the default internal memos, and all-hands
organizational response to protect meetings begin attributing failure
morale and stock price. to organizational design rather
than external conditions.
Phase 2 Causal framing connects the defeat Employees begin articulating
Structural ~ to organizational architecture — the structural diagnosis
Attribution  fragmentation of decision-making, unprompted — in team meetings,
siloing of capabilities, misalignment performance reviews, and informal
of incentives. This framing must conversations. The diagnosis
come from leadership but, for DAP to  is no longer management’s
activate, must eventually be reproduced interpretation; it has become
independently by field-level actors. organizational common sense.
Phase 3 The forward alternative — the Purpose language enters field-level
Purpose purpose that the structural change communication without top-
Activation  serves — is connected to the diagnosis. down mandate. Employees use the
Purpose is not re-announced; it strategic framework as an actual
is re-contextualized. The purpose decision-making reference rather
statement that existed before the defeat than as a compliance signal.
was persuasive. After the defeat, it is
necessary.
Phase 4 Employees who had actively resisted Velocity of organizational decision-
Resistance  structural change reverse position. This making accelerates markedly.
Collapse is not gradual; informants describe it Proposals stalled in committee for
as something closer to a switch being years are approved in weeks. The
thrown. The change coalition expands  organizational energy absorbed by
rapidly, drawing in previously neutral or resistance is released.
opposed actors.
Phase 5 Structural arrangements that lock in the Purpose language appears in
Purpose purpose alignment are put in place —  routine HR processes: performance
Embedding new reporting lines, evaluation criteria, management criteria, hiring

role definitions, and decision rights
that make the old structure unavailable
as a default. The purpose is no longer
just communicated; it is architecturally
enforced.

assessments, project evaluation
frameworks. The purpose

has moved from strategic
communication to operational
infrastructure.

Note. Phase timing varied across episodes; Phase 4 (Resistance Collapse) was consistently the fastest
phase once Phase 3 was established. Case evidence for each phase is discussed in Section 4.

DISCUSSION

Theoretical Contributions

DAP theory makes three contributions. At the most specific level, it resolves
the temporal anomaly in purpose diffusion research by identifying the
mechanism — cognitive phase transition through ambiguity elimination,
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structural attribution, and urgency generation — that explains why purpose
internalization can occur on qualitatively different timelines under ostensibly
similar conditions. At a middle level of generality, DAP extends the failure-
based knowledge acquisition tradition (Cannon and Edmondson, 2005) to
the domain of purpose rather than operational knowledge, specifying the
conditions under which organizational learning generalizes from operational
to strategic. At the most general level, DAP contributes a corrective to the
cultural optimism embedded in contemporary practice: the assumption that
purpose can be diffused through communication quality and leadership
visibility is not wrong — it describes what happens over five years when
nothing else intervenes. But it systematically underestimates the interpretive
resistance that stable conditions generate. Defeat is not a context for culture
change leadership. It is an instrument of it.

Practical Implications

Culture change programs launched in the absence of a defeat event are
fighting against the five-year diffusion timeline without the primary tool
for compressing it. The closest available substitute is what Klein (2007)
terms the pre-mortem: asking organizational members to imagine a future
in which the transformation has failed and to identify structural causes.
Case evidence suggests that simulated defeat rarely achieves the cognitive
force of the real event, because the undeniability condition cannot be
fully replicated without actual consequences — but partial DAP dynamics
may be sufficient to compress the five-year timeline to two or three years.
A more uncomfortable implication concerns defeat communication: leaders
instinctively minimize failure to protect morale and credibility. DAP theory
suggests this instinct is often organizationally counterproductive. Defeat that
is minimized fails the undeniability condition and cannot activate DAP. The
discipline to communicate failure with structural attribution and forward
framing, rather than damage control, is the specific leadership behavior that
separates organizations that transform from those that merely survive.

The Ethics of Defeat-Framing

DAP theoryraisesa question that must be engaged directly: whenleaders frame
organizational defeat strategically — emphasizing structural attribution,
connecting it to a predetermined purpose, timing the communication to
precede recovery momentum — they are engaging in a form of narrative
management that shapes how employees interpret their own experience.
The line between transparent structural diagnosis and manipulative crisis
construction is not always clear. An organization that allows a defeat to
remain unminimized because it will accelerate a needed transformation
is doing something qualitatively different from an organization that
manufactures or exaggerates a defeat to coerce compliance. But the
distance between these positions is shorter than practitioners might prefer
to acknowledge. DAP theory does not resolve this tension — it makes it
visible. Researchers have an obligation to study not only the effectiveness
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of defeat-framing but its limits, its misuses, and the organizational
conditions under which employees retain the interpretive agency that ethical
organizational communication requires.

CONCLUSION

Defeat-Accelerated Purpose is, at its core, a theory about interpretive
environments. Employees’ resistance to purpose alignment is not primarily
a function of disagreement with the purpose content. It is a function of the
ambient ambiguity that stable organizational conditions generate: when the
cost of non-alignment is low and the interpretive framework that sustains
current role identity is intact, there is no cognitive reason to do the work of
internalizing a new purpose. Defeat changes the ambient conditions, not the
argument. That is why it works where argument fails.

The framework should be tested across contexts that differ from the focal
case in relevant ways: industries with higher task stickiness, organizations
where Belonging assets are lower, and contexts where defeat is internal rather
than competitive. One final observation the data support but the theory has
not yet fully absorbed: organizations with strong DAP episodes in their history
appear to develop an institutional capacity for structural attribution — a
learned habit of connecting performance shortfalls to organizational design
rather than individual performance. If this holds in broader samples, DAP
would be not just an accelerant of purpose but a generator of organizational
learning capacity. The question is worth pursuing.

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

The author gratefully acknowledges the cooperation of the interview
informants at the focal organization.

REFERENCES

Beach, D. and Pedersen, R. B. (2013). Process-Tracing Methods: Foundations and
Guidelines. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Cannon, M. D. and Edmondson, A. C. (2005). Failing to learn and learning to fail
(intelligently). Long Range Planning, 38(3), 299-319.

Klein, G. (2007). Performing a project premortem. Harvard Business Review, 85(9),
18-19.

Kotter, J. P. (2012). Leading Change. Boston: Harvard Business Review Press.

McKinsey & Company (2018). Why do most transformations fail? A conversation
with Harry Robinson. McKinsey Quarterly, July.

Nishina, S. (2026a). Reward Temporal Architecture: A Framework for Intentional
Culture Shift Design in Large Organizations. Proceedings of IHSED 2026, Paris.

Pratt, M. G. and Foreman, P. O. (2000). Classifying managerial responses to multiple
organizational identities. Academy of Management Review, 25(1), 18-42.

Schein, E. H. (2010). Organizational Culture and Leadership. 4th edn. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.

Weick, K. E. (1993). The collapse of sensemaking in organizations: The Mann Gulch
disaster. Administrative Science Quarterly, 38(4), 628-652.

Weick, K. E. (1995). Sensemaking in Organizations. Thousand Oaks: Sage.



