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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Using ‘simple rules’ may enable managers to take organizational decisions more rapidly. While
Simpl.e rules prior research presents advantages of simple rule use during strategy formation, we lack insights
Experience into how firms can deliberately create simple rules and mitigate the challenges during strategy
SBIOHtlt[:)l::S; implementation. This is particularly interesting for established firms struggling to leverage their

Strategy implementation wealth of experience. We explore how managers of a multinational corporation deliberately

Established firm create and use simple rules to implement the firm’s growth strategy. Drawing on interviews and
secondary data, we reveal the activities through which managers ensure the relevance and
legitimacy of codified simple rules, yet also establish causality between simple rules and out-
comes. Simple rule creation is accomplished via bottom-up identification and lateral validation,
its use via consistent top-down guiding and timely adaptation. Our findings contribute to the
growing body of research on the evolution of simple rules and aspects of strategy implementation
more generally.

“It’s not the big companies that devour the small ones, rather it is the fast ones devouring the slow ones. [...] Twist finds that aspect
difficult, because we’re large." (Interviewee 21)

Introduction

Enabling individuals to make decisions on the spot allows companies to capture fleeting opportunities (Eisenhardt, 1989) and
maintain a competitive edge in fast-moving environments (Furr et al., 2020; Eisenhardt and Bingham, 2017). Yet, quick
decision-making is impeded when different approaches and perspectives compete for attention (Sull and Eisenhardt, 2012; Seidl and
Werle, 2017). Condensing experience from prior decision-making episodes into ‘simple rules’ can help companies simplify and enable
fast decision-making (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011; Bingham et al., 2007; Sull and Eisenhardt, 2015; Sull and Eisenhardt, 2012).
Simple rules represent firm-specific, overtly-articulated but often informal rules of thumb, or heuristics, which enable a flexible, yet
coherent and coordinated response to unexpected opportunities (Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997; Davis et al., 2009; Eisenhardt and Sull,
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2001). Prior research shows how simple rules gradually, and often tacitly, emerge through the accumulation of experiences in col-
lective, real-time learning processes (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011; Bingham and Haleblian, 2012) in situations where appropriate
decision-making guidelines do not yet exist (Atanasiu et al., 2022).

We argue that the creation and use of simple rules can be part of a deliberate strategic intent. Indeed, rather than being a
consequence of gradual learning over time (Bingham et al., 2007; Bingham et al., 2019), simple rules may be deliberately created based
on the past experience of organization members (Zollo and Winter, 2002; Sull and Eisenhardt, 2012; Regnér, 2003). Moreover, simple
rules may not just be useful during strategy formation (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011) but also implementation. Yet, the challenges
and activities through which simple rules are deliberately created for subsequent and continued use are not well understood.
Therefore, we address the following research question: How do managers in established firms deliberately create and use simple rules
and how do they mitigate the challenges involved?

We address this question by drawing on a qualitative, single-case design (Yin, 2014) of a well-established company, Twist-A (name
changed), part of the international Twist Group. Due to limited guidance from the parent company and increasing ambiguity regarding
the implementation of Twist’s growth strategy, Twist-A’s managers had to make on-the-spot decisions. Over time, this individualistic
approach resulted in substantial internal complexity, and managers were required to consider many complex guidelines and checklists.
Thus, implementing Twist’s growth strategy became bogged down in a slow-moving decision-making process building on individual,
rather than organizational, experience. When the Managing Director (MD) of Twist-A learned about the concept of simple rules, he
proposed to deliberately create a set of such simple rules to facilitate the implementation of the firm’s growth strategy. We grasped this
rare opportunity of deliberate simple rule creation and collected interviews and secondary data from this process.

Our data reveal that the deliberate creation and use of simple rules faces three central challenges: (1) conferring and ensuring
relevance, (2) capturing and maintaining causality between simple rules and intended outcomes when codifying rules, and (3)
establishing and nurturing legitimacy during creation and use of codified simple rules. We show that these challenges are addressed
through the bottom-up identification and lateral validation of a set of simple rules in the creation phase. Yet, these challenges need to
be addressed when using simple rules. Our findings suggest that this is accomplished through top-down guidance and adaptation of
simple rules: The ongoing effort of the Managing Director (MD) to communicate the simple rules encouraged their use and continuous
updating. Cultural context is a crucial aspect of our model: The deliberate endeavor to create and use simple rules was underpinned by
a highly formalized organizational context and Twist-A’s need to be limited in its capturing of opportunities.

Our findings make three contributions to extant research. First, existing research investigates the evolution of simple rules in
settings that are characterized by a lack of strategic decision-making guidelines, such as entrepreneurial ventures (e.g. Bingham et al.,
2011, 2019). Our study adds an alternative approach of simple rule creation: We describe the activities involved in deliberately
creating simple rules in a ‘mature’ business context characterized by a plethora of operational decision-making guidelines. Second, we
add to prior research by delineating the challenges involved in deliberate simple rule creation (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011; Sull and
Eisenhardt, 2012). Thereby we address the difficulty in strategy work to capture essence and create means-ends relationships from
different experiences (Regnér, 2003) to support growth (King and Zeithaml, 2001; King, 2007). Finally, our paper adds to extant
research on simple rules by showing how the creation and use of simple rules may facilitate strategy implementation (Friesl et al.,
2020; Weiser et al., 2020).

Theoretical background
The development of simple rules: current state of research

We have witnessed an increasing interest in the underlying mechanisms of heuristics-based decision making in recent years
(Eisenhardt and Bingham, 2017; Luan et al., 2019; Loock and Hinnen, 2015; Eisenhardt et al., 2019; Atanasiu et al., 2022). Contrary to
research emphasizing the negative effects of bounded rationality (Cyert and March, 1963), contemporary research reveals how
managers may use heuristics deliberately, instead of avoiding them (Gigerenzer et al., 2022). Mousavi and Gigerenzer (2014) note that
"[i]ln many business situations, effective heuristic decision-making deliberately ignores information and hence uses fewer resources”
(p. 1671). Also, Bettis (2017) states that heuristics facilitate problem solving before a situation changes and a solution or decision
becomes irrelevant.

Companies sometimes draw on heuristics in the form of simple rules to save time and effort when making decisions in uncertain,
complex, or highly dynamic situations (Eisenhardt and Sull, 2001). Simple rules are straightforward statements that are easy to
communicate and create boundaries for decision-making (Eisenhardt and Bingham, 2017; Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2014), yet also
leave room for real-time improvisation (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2014) and flexibility (Sull and Eisenhardt, 2012). Examples of simple
rules from a Singapore-based software firm are: “Restrict internationalization to Asia”, “Sell to government agencies and banks”, and
“Hire an experienced local country manager” (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011, p. 1447). Such statements narrow the space of available
formulations of problems and solutions (Ocasio, 1997) and thereby focus attention (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011). Using simple
rules as guidelines for decision-making is an efficient but idiosyncratic strategy to capture opportunities (Bingham et al., 2007), and
their use may improve firm performance (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011; Bingham et al., 2019).

Prior research predominantly argues that companies develop simple rules through collective learning, as they repeat strategic
processes and select successful decision-making modes in a defined area of strategic relevance (Sull and Eisenhardt, 2012). Thereafter,
they actively translate and condense their experience and learnings into simple rules with unique content (Bingham and Eisenhardt,
2011). Optimally, throughout this process, which involves the elaboration and abstraction of experience across hierarchical levels, the
participants’ perceptions tend to converge. This decouples organization-level heuristics from individual perceptions of a specific
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problem, leading to greater success in the learning and use of the simple rules.

Yet, as simple rules ultimately rest on experience, their use in specific situations carries risks (Kahneman et al., 2021; Vuori and
Vuori, 2014; Ott et al., 2017). This happens when experiences are misinterpreted, misused, or become outdated, and thus, simple rules
are not aligned with the organization’s success patterns (cf. Lippman and Rumelt, 1982). Moreover, potential copying of simple rules
from other contexts may not fit the idiosyncratic context (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011). Finally, as simple rules are based on past
successes and failures, their usefulness in new and unusual situations (e.g. pandemics and other crises) is unknown; thereby the
framing of problems might be skewed through existing heuristics (Stingl and Geraldi, 2021). Building on knowledge from the past
might lead to missing out on new, attractive opportunities.

Developing simple rules in established companies

Previous research has largely investigated the emergence of simple rules on the individual level (Atanasiu et al., 2022; Wenzel and
Stjerne, 2021) and from the perspective of repeated but limited experiences of young ventures which are still forming their strategies
(Bingham et al., 2007; Bingham et al., 2019; Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2014). However, this imparts an incomplete picture of the
differing ways in which simple rules originate. They may be created or evolve in other organizational forms (Loock and Hinnen, 2015;
Ott et al., 2017), such as established companies (Pieper et al., 2015; Sull and Eisenhardt, 2012). These firms have pre-existing and
sometimes complicated cultural and strategic setups. Indeed, they may have accumulated different experiences over long periods of
time (Regnér, 2003; Kogut and Zander, 1992) and may thus struggle to identify appropriate experience and performance relationships
(Lippman and Rumelt, 1982; King, 2007; King and Zeithaml, 2001). In contrast to young organizations, established companies have a
rich cultural network of implicit and explicit rules, standards, guidelines, systems, stories, rites, rituals and ceremonies which, taken
together, constitute an oversupply of ‘correct’ or ‘good’ solutions to those problems and opportunities (Sackmann, 1992; Tippmann
etal., 2014; Parker et al., 2019). This often results in information-intensive decision making, and managers are engrossed in evaluating
the relevance of information rather than acting upon opportunities (Ketchen et al., 2007). Thereby, long-established organizations
which are pursuing an existing strategy and have to cope with high internal complexity deriving from a wealth of background
experience, may also be able to leverage the simplicity of simple rules and benefit from this flexible form of decision making (Sull and
Eisenhardt, 2012; Heimeriks et al., 2015; Atanasiu et al., 2022).

We argue that the purposeful creation and use of simple rules can be framed as a process of deliberate learning: the continuous
accumulation, articulation, and codification of knowledge (Zollo and Winter, 2002). The encoded knowledge is stored in organiza-
tional routines to mitigate challenges related to transmitting and implementing codified knowledge. While the notion of deliberate
learning emphasizes the development of routines, in this paper, we are interested in how companies deliberately create and use
codified simple rules. Routines and simple rules share some similarities with regard to deliberate learning. First, both benefit from the
codification of tacit knowledge embedded in social interactions. Second, both may lead to a reduction of causal ambiguity by clarifying
means-ends relationships and thus, improve the effectiveness of decision-making (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011; Zollo and Singh,
2004; Konlechner and Ambrosini, 2019). Yet, simple rules are distinct from routines (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2014). While routines
provide a “quasi-automatic response to problems”, simple rules “provide a common structure for a range of similar problems”
(Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011, p. 1439). In other words, managers are flexible in their managerial action when taking decisions as
simple rules provide guidance based on content, but do not determine the content of a decision (e.g. yes, no).

However, we have a limited understanding of how established firms deliberately create and use simple rules. Hence, we ask: How
do managers in established firms deliberately create and use simple rules and how do they mitigate the challenges involved?

Methods

We use a qualitative single-case study design to explore the processes by which the deliberate creation and use of simple rules
unfolds over time. A single context enables us to benefit from deep insights into simple rule evolution while avoiding variation among
idiosyncratic aspects of the context (Yin, 2014).

Research context

We collected data from Twist-A, part of the multinational Twist Group. Twist is a leader in producing and selling assembly and
fastening materials (in total, more than 125,000 different products) to the automotive and construction industry. In 2021 the group
had more than 80,000 employees in over 80 countries and generated annual sales of more than €15 billion. The Twist Group has a
global reputation for effectiveness, innovation and its strong focus on highly-specified processes and operational rules. For many
decades, Twist’s growth was built on a traditional field sales approach, but around 2005, the company switched to a multi-channel
growth strategy. The company started to establish a network of retail stores in a few selected growth markets (Austria, Germany,
Norway, and the United Kingdom). This expansion strategy has been a reaction to industry dynamics, new technological developments
(e.g. 3D printing), and customers’ changing needs.

Our specific research context is Twist-A, Twist’s subsidiary in Austria, which acts autonomously within the Twist Group. It was
founded about 60 years ago, and by 2021, it employed over 950 people and generated annual sales of approximately €280 million. In
2016, at the start of data collection, Twist-A had 42 stores contributing 20% to annual turnover, which, however, failed to meet Twist’s
own targets. Revenue was about one third lower than in comparable German stores, reflecting a weaker performance in Twist-A’s store
management. Despite this, stores have become Twist-A’s most attractive sales channel, and their operation and expansion were a



Table 1
Overview of data sources

Data type

Source

Use for data analysis

Interviews

Video recordings

Documents

Company visits

54 interviews with 21 informants (2016-2021)

Informants:

17* Interviews with TMT members

30* with middle- and lower-level managers

10 with employees

*Two people participated during three interviews

15 Video recordings of the MD asking various managers about

their experience

Corporate presentations and working documents, official organizational
reports, press releases, the employee newspaper

Fieldnotes and pictures (e.g. art exhibition, offices, warehouse)

Narrative and timeline of events
Reflective accounts of simple rule creation and use, and involved challenges

Timeline of events

Insight into simple rule creation and involved challenges as actors interact with each other
Account of codified simple rules and modification of simple rules; and use of simple rules
Background information on Twist and their cultural context

Accounts of successes in store expansion and management

Background information on Twist-A and their cultural context
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strategic priority. While the opening of stores has continued, the underlying organizational processes have been characterized by high
levels of internal complexity associated with delays and high costs. To counteract this challenge, in 2016, Twist-A decided to introduce
the concept of, and jointly synthesize, a set of simple rules from their past experience to reduce internal complexity while at the same
time continuing to pursue their growth strategy. Since 2016 Twist-A has been using simple rules, and by 2021 the branch network had
been expanded to 65 stores. This case provides us with an invaluable chance to acquire a real-time insight into a company’s activities
when intentionally putting the concept of simple rules into practice (Siggelkow, 2007).

Data collection

We used interviews and secondary data to collect retrospective and real-time data and triangulated it across a range of actors and
sources (Table 1). Data collection commenced in December 2016 and ended in August 2021.

Interviews. We conducted 54 semi-structured interviews, comprising 21 different informants at various levels of the hierarchy. We
undertook interviews one to three times a year to closely follow Twist-A’s activities (Van de Ven, 1992). Due to the key role of the MD,
he was interviewed eight times. The interviews revealed retrospective information about the process of creating and introducing the
simple rules (2016-2017), plus real-time data about the process of using and updating them (2016-2021); they lasted between 40 and
135 minutes.

Secondary data. We collected substantial secondary data, including video recordings, corporate presentations and working
documents, official organizational reports, press releases, the employee newspaper, and pictures of stores and the offices. The videos
consist of 15 discussions conducted between the MD (hereafter: V) and several middle and lower-level managers, who shared their
experiences about the opening and managing of stores. The MD had written his Master’s thesis on the topic, during which he had
produced video recordings of the bottom-up sharing of experience.

Data analysis

Our data analysis evolved in four highly iterative steps. First, we organized our data set and developed a case history consisting of a
narrative and timeline of events that we used in the subsequent steps of analysis (Langley, 1999). This timeline of events starts with the
MD learning about simple rules, continues with the deliberate creation of a first set of codified simple rules, and concludes with the
subsequent use, which comprises the implementation and later updating of simple rules based on additional experience.

Second, we built on the timeline for open coding. For both simple rule creation and use we analyzed the activities that actors at
Twist-A engaged in. For each activity we assigned a descriptive code using the respondents’ language as much as possible (e.g. keeping
them simple, focusing attention, interpret them for staff members, create a common language). Moreover, we analyzed the data by
being sensitive to the challenges that arose in the creation and use process. Again, we assigned descriptive themes drawing on the
language of respondents.

Third, we started to compare these descriptive themes across respondents to identify key commonalities and differences across
descriptive themes. While the coding process was primarily conducted by the first author of this paper, the process of constant
comparison across descriptive themes was done jointly. Throughout the analysis, we made extensive use of the interviews and sec-
ondary data to find patterns across the empirical material in relation to our research interest. In this step of data analysis we sketched
drawings, figures, and graphs to understand the simple rule evolution and allocate the coded activities to creation and use (Miles et al.,
2018). During several iterations, descriptive themes were aggregated into second-order or theoretical concepts. This resulted in the
identification of activities involved in simple rule creation (bottom-up identification and lateral validation) and use (top-down
guidance and adaptation) and three challenges involved in the creation of simple rules (relevance, causality, and legitimacy).

Fourth, we then engaged in axial coding to investigate the relationship between activities and challenges of simple rule creation and
use (Saldana, 2021; Locke et al., 2015). We went back into our data and we coded all incidents related to activities for mitigating
challenges. We then analyzed interviewees describing the impact of activities for dealing with any challenges that arose in the pro-
cesses. Similar to the third step of data analysis we developed descriptive themes that captured the relationship between activities and
challenges (Table 3 & 4) and developed a theoretical model (Fig. 1).

To corroborate our interview data we made extensive use of secondary data (e.g. reports, documents, press releases, Table 1)
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). In this instance we uncovered that the highly formalized context of Twist in combination with its entre-
preneurial spirit are important facilitating aspects to the continued creation and use of simple rules. Going back into the data, we also
uncovered how staff members mention in several interviews that they were used to Twist’s formalized processes and that they
appreciated a rule-based approach for simplifying decision-making.

Deliberately creating and using simple rules at Twist-A

While conducting his Executive MBA, Arthur, MD of Twist-A, became enthusiastic about the concept of simple rules and its po-
tential for increasing decision-making speed. Thus, in early 2016, he introduced the ‘simple rules approach’ to Twist-A’s top man-
agement team (TMT). In his presentation, he drew on Sull and Eisenhardt (2015, p. 5) to explain that simple rules are “shortcut
strategies that save time and effort by focusing our attention and simplifying the way we process information” and “are constrained to a
minimal amount of information that can be kept in mind easily” (Internal Document). He suggested that creating and using simple
rules might help Twist-A simplify or remove some of the “deadlock situations” (I1) that they came across when searching for, opening,
and running new stores. Arthur was aware that the deliberate formulation of simple rules could be fraught with difficulty (Sull and
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Figure 1. Deliberate creation and use of simple rules in an established firm.

Eisenhardt, 2012). He proposed to draw on the wealth of different experiences held by various actors within the company when
creating simple rules.

In the following sections, we describe the activities that lead to deliberate simple rule creation and use, the challenges that hinder
deliberate creation and use, and how these activities mitigate these challenges. These findings are shown in Fig. 1, which also depicts
the core process of simple rule creation and use (Bingham et al., 2019; Atanasiu et al., 2022) and connection between decision-making
and experience accumulation (Zollo and Winter, 2002).

Activities do not follow a linear process; instead, they occur concurrently and in varying sequences and are embedded in a cultural
context that influences the extent to which a firm is receptive to such approaches in management. Thus, activities of simple rules
creation and use concurrently mitigate the challenges—lack of relevance, unclear causality, missing legitimacy—that hinder the
deliberate creation and use of codified simple rules.

Activities of deliberate simple rule creation

To start out with simple rule creation, Arthur wanted everyone to share how decisions regarding store expansion and management
are made. Hence, Twist’s approach to creating simple rules commenced with a series of meetings with multiple staff members across
the organization. Two activities were central: identifying success-related experiences through bottom-up sharing and validating ex-
periences via lateral sharing to codify simple rules with transparency in mind.

These activities not only helped to extract actors’ ill-specified, fuzzy background knowledge, but also deal with challenges: “There
he [the MD] goes again with another new idea” (I1), was a common reaction when staff at Twist-A first heard about the simple rule
initiative. Correspondingly, the MD pointed out that people were skeptical, and at “the beginning, only about half the people showed
much enthusiasm.” In his eyes, people were afraid that these simple rules would end up as “yet another checklist” (120) that they would
have to work through, and that decision making would become even more time-consuming and complicated. As the MD concluded, it
“is important for simple rules [...] to tackle the things that the managers find most challenging”, as otherwise they “will just become a
box-ticking exercise” (I1).

Identifying success-related experiences through bottom-up identifying. To tap into the relevant decision-making experiences
of employees, individual staff members were initially asked to “explain what makes them successful” (I16) in their role. The MD,
therefore, asked everybody who should have a say on the subject: “Have a look [...] What do you think?” (I3). This triggered further
individual conversations and team meetings within managers departments and regions. Within these meetings they shared this with
each other and collectively conceptualized what they believed made them successful in their respective domains. As one informant
pointed out: "it’s really important to me that the people who have to live by the simple rules are also the people who create them.” One
manager explained, “the MD collected it ... But the input came from us because it’s us who live by those requirements on a daily basis.”
(14

The outcome of this process of bottom-up identifying was a long list, generated by the MD and TMT, of everything that staff
members felt were success factors in store expansion and management. During the initial phases of simple rule creation, the MD set up
meetings to collect information. In later stages, bottom-up identifying happened in formally and ad-hoc informal meetings about
simple rules.

Validating simple rule creation through lateral validation. Bottom-up identification was carried out without input from the
TMT, and managers were given free rein to engage with their teams across both geographic regions and functional departments.
Through lateral communication and “lengthy discussions” (I14), they then tried to capture many of the interactions, nuances and
potential pitfalls involved in decisions: “everyone makes decisions in this way; I would call it gut feeling ... So you just need to get onto
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paper and explain to everyone what you have always thought .... " (I7). This resulted in an extensive, and at times “tense discuss[ion] at
one of the workshops™ (I5) regarding the actual value of this approach when it came to enabling faster growth and greater flexibility, as
the CFO explained: " ... You have to have a second or a third round, but then the end result is that it gets done in a way that everyone
can agree to.” (I3).

Through this complex network of interactions, “both laterally between team members and hierarchically between team leaders and
their staff” (I6), staff members realized that individual decision making needed to become “organizational™: i.e. they realized that the
complex setup of organizational decision guidelines (strategy, manuals, etc.) lead—through different individual interpretation—to a
wide variety of individual decisions of managers, which again resulted in great variety of store performance. For instance, actors
recognized that the ill-specified definition of ideal store premises led to widely-varying square meterage. Some of the consequences of
this were: difficulty in fitting Twist’s product portfolio into a particular store’s format and building design, high costs resulting from
necessarily store-specific maintenance, and disparities in the number and skill level of the retail staff. Ill-defined square meterage
requirements affected the screening of suitable new store locations. Real estate agents would submit multiple potential premises for
consideration, but often no decision was taken, or the preferred premises were already off the market once a decision was reached. It
became clear to staff members that the great variety of different decisions taken regarding store size is a key driver behind internal
complexity.

Supporting the creation of codified simple rules: Mitigating challenges through bottom-up identification and lateral
validation

Bottom-up identification and lateral validation lead TMT to the synthesis and codification of findings into strategically relevant
organizational simple rules (Table 2). Rather than making top-down decisions, Twist-A’s TMT decided to work with the detailed
descriptions and distill them down to their essence, while considering whether the emerging simple rules were in line with how the
company operated, including Twist Group standards: " ... asking oneself whether the simple rules are still suited to our culture and to
the market conditions.” (I6). This resulted in simple rules for making expansion decisions, such as: “New locations must not exceed
600m2. Do not compromise on this.” (Internal Document). Finally, the MD presented the drafts of three sets of simple rules, each set
dealing with bottleneck topics in the area of store expansion and management, to the TMT for final revisions:

“ ... and then we revised them yet again and said maybe we should adjust the wording here or change this or that a bit. And after
that the parameters were pretty well-defined, and we said to our expansion team, that’s it, we’ll run with this, and there should
be no exceptions allowed to these simple rules." (I7).

The TMT released the sets of simple rules over more than one channel (written, verbal) in several formats (e.g. manuals, trainings)
as “it is important to keep communicating the simple rules. They will not implement themselves.” (I1). One manager stressed how,
beyond allowing for better prioritizing, this broad accessibility created transparency in how decisions were arrived at:

“In the past, opinions often varied. Someone might say, ‘That’s an A Location’, and someone else might say, ‘No, it’s a B
location’. But these days, everyone knows what an A Location is." (I5).

Thus, as these activities supported the codification of simple rules, they also helped to mitigate three important challenges that

Table 2
Examples of simple rules

Simple rule Theme

Problem

Purpose

Selection of new
stores

New locations must not exceed
600m2. Do not compromise on
this.

Selection of new
stores

New store must be located on a busy
street and have sufficient parking.

Offer system solutions to customers,  Sales and
who explore individual products  distribution
only.

Always inquire with customers about Interaction/Sales

future needs. and distribution

Discuss with your team members only
those things which you yourself
can control.

Leadership in
stores

Difficulties in choosing premises
Large variation in size of premises

Difficulties in choosing premises

Large variation in location types of
premises

Low numbers of product sales

Customers buying single products (as
opposed to system solutions) takes up too
much of sales staff’s time

Number of returning customers could be
higher (in some stores)

Lack of information as to customer needs
and preferences in different areas of the
country

Dissatisfaction among workforce with
instructions from both store managers and
Austrian headquarters

Store managers lack self-determination

Reduce amount of time given to searching for premises
Aim for similar store designs and product range
positioning

Increase profitability of stores and avoid retention of
unprofitable ones

Reduce amount of time given to searching for premises
Aim for similar location types

Attract customers through presence of location
Increase sales (products and revenue)

Tie customer to company

Improve ratio of sales staff time to actual returns

Get entrepreneurial ideas/stimuli for the company in a
systematic way

Simple rules are useful for generating business impulses
systematically

Strengthen role of store manager
Make managers’ tasks explicit
Simplify store manager decision making

Sources: Internal document, videos, interviews
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Table 3
Mechanisms of deliberate rule creation: Supportive evidence

Bottom-up identification

Challenges of simple rule creation

Lateral validation

Connecting simple rules with actual practice
The people working in the branch stores were
involved and did provide us with feedback.
... and maybe even added things to one or
two of the rules. (I3)

In [CITY], as I keep saying, the parking
situation is a really significant factor. (V24)

Identifying simple rules that capture cause-
effect relationships
Our staff are the ones who know what is
going on locally. (114)
It’s our [TMT’s] role to relate this back to
what constitutes success in terms of the
company as a whole. (I3)

Participation enhances simple rule legitimacy
Having simple rules brings substantial
advantages at the process level. [...] The
terminology isn’t the important bit; I just
think that putting the logic of simple rules in
place brings added value because it means
that people have to think about it. [...] I think
the major benefit comes from the fact that
people who generate the rules are also the
people who have to implement the. (17)

Relevance

Ultimately, it’s about complexity and
resources. If I have vast amounts of resources,
1 probably don’t need to have rules. [...] And if
you want to prioritize, you have to start with
strategically relevant heuristics. What do I
concentrate on? What is also important, but
could probably be done later? (17)

Causality

We don’t want to have to re-invent ourselves
every single time. And we need faster
decision-making processes [ ....], which is
only possible if we don’t have to re-evaluate
every issue. That way we can improve
efficiency [...] especially when it comes to
making decisions about locations. (I1)
Legitimacy

A [simple] rule that gets handed down from
above will generally get met with resistance.
And so it’s really important to me that the
people who have to live by the rules are also
the people who create the rules. (110)

Ensuring simple rule represents common
experience

With people from different levels of the hierarchy
being involved in the process. They all sit at one
table when these things are being discussed. For
me this is really important. It doesn’t work if you
try and do it any other way. (I7)

Refining of simple rules by drawing on
multiple experiences

But if we look at the whole rather than just going
ahead and building a branch store regardless of
whether it’s likely to work or not, [...] the simple
rules make sense. Because they make subsequent
operations a lot easier. (14)

Participative approach to rule review
enhances simple rule legitimacy

Whether there are guidelines or not is irrelevant
and it’s only really afterwards, when they get
presented in a management meeting, that it
becomes clear whether people actually agree
with a set of rules, whether we as the managers
are actually in agreement. For me that’s one of
the most important things. More than anything
else, when it comes to communication on these
issues, it’s better to spend twice as much time
discussing something so that in the end you can
actually live with the new process or rule. Rather
than ending up questioning its validity. (110)

might hinder the development of codified simple rules. By developing simple rules the TMT needed to confer relevance, capture
causality (i.e. means-ends relationships) and establish the legitimacy of simple rules (see Table 3).
Conferring relevance: Involving the actors regardless of their level in the hierarchy counteracted potential resistance because

simple rules reflect their common experience. One interviewee explained that “it doesn’t make any sense if you put rules in place
without involving the people who have to live by them. [...] You can do it, but then you have to expect that they won’t be followed.”
(I7). Counterintuitively, managers welcomed the limiting of their ability to choose between opportunities. Twist is known for being a
large corporation with a high “entrepreneurial spirit” (Company Website). This culture causes managers to recognize too many, rather
than too few, opportunities, leading to high complexity. As one manager said: “We can see a lot of problems and opportunities that we
might need to deal with. But how do we know which ones are actually important enough to tackle?” (I13). In this respect, simple rules
lead to a commonly established strategic framework that connects to actual practice, focusing managers’ attention on the aspects most
relevant to implementing Twist’s growth strategy.

Capturing causality: One challenge when wanting others to use simple rules is to unpack the mechanisms that “solves the
particular problem at hand” (I12). Relating the simple rules back to Twist’s bottlenecks, particularly through the lateral validation of
experiences, allowed actors to identify means-end relationships that underpinned simple rules. Otherwise, actors might only see one
piece of the puzzle and would not be able to connect the use of simple rules to an intended outcome. TMT then needed to ensure that
the organizational ‘levers’ captured in simple rules “relate [...] to what constitutes success in terms of the company as a whole” (I3). As
a result, staff would know when to use a simple rule and what the intended outcome should be.

Establishing legitimacy: Based on their tenure inside the firm, members of the TMT understood Twist’s business inside-out. This
in-depth understanding of the company allowed them to work with staff in a participative manner and relate their experience towards
the articulation of simple rules that were considered valid and, hence, legitimate by staff. The transparency of the simple rules made it
evident that simple rules were for everyone, including the TMT, and that everyone would be evaluated according to how well they kept
to them. The simple rules received further validation because they were a good fit with the organizational culture. As the head of
marketing put it: “I think a simple rule is ultimately only effective right across the board if it’s based on an internally-consistent value
construct.” (120).

Activities of deliberate use of simple rules

For Arthur, Twist’s simple rules were not just another initiative. He strongly believed in their potential for aiding the firm in its
growth strategy. He knew that, ultimately, to reap any positive strategic effects, the simple rules needed to be used consistently and be
updated, if necessary. Consequently, the TMT drew repeated attention to the simple rules and gave staff guidance for using them. The
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TMT continuously highlighted that the simple rules were adaptable. Below we discuss the simple rule use and mitigation of inherent
challenges.

Top-down guiding of simple rule use. Despite the broad acceptance of simple rules among Twist-A members, the MD reinforced
the simple rules by monitoring use and visiting sales outlets. For Arthur, this was important. The purpose of introducing the simple
rules was to simplify decision making. Thus, Arthur did not want to encourage rule proliferation, which would merely lead to increased
complexity, the opposite of what he had in mind. To achieve this, the TMT put regular checks in place. These checks had two com-
plementary rationales: The simple rules needed to be used by the entire organization to function as they should. The effective updating
of the simple rules was only possible if they were known and used by everyone. Initially, the “star sales managers” did not adapt well to
the use of simple rules because they had their own individual success patterns. “Forcing” them to adopt them was not an option, given
that Twist did not want them to leave the organization. However, it was important for all sales managers to use the new rules since they
would not be “fully effective” (I11) if there were too many exceptions. The TMT decided to motivate simple rule use “slowly” (I13)
through the setting of individual KPIs.

There were three sets, each containing seven simple rules. As Arthur said, “Seven is the magic number.” (I1). He considered it
important for each set to contain a small number of “cognitively-manageable” and “strategically” (I1) relevant simple rules. All em-
ployees “should have access” to the simple rules and be able to “learn them by heart” (I1). The TMT restricted the applicability of the
simple rules to the bottleneck area represented by store expansion and management.

Yet, a few exceptions to simple rules were granted. One came in what the staff termed “the 8th rule”, which came into force when
the majority shareholder of the Twist group pushed an idea that fell outside the framework provided by the simple rules. For example,
he wanted to open a small store in a city’s pedestrian zone (the simple rules would have guided the choice towards a big store on a big
street with plenty of parking). The MD decided, “If the owner of Twist wants particular premises, then we take it. If the owner wants a
particular item to stay in the product range, then we keep it in. [...] even if it means it costs an extra 50%, it’s not up for discussion.”
(I1). Exceptions like this, however, provided a comparison case, thereby highlighting the positive outcomes of simple rule application.

Ensuring simple rule adaptability. There was a general understanding among staff that the simple rules would not be cast in
stone but remain malleable and the creation process stays open-ended because " ... it’s important to keep re-investigating” (I5) and “if a
new simple rule is required, then an existing one should be removed. If a simple rule is no longer useful, then it should be deleted.”
(I13). As a result, it was proposed that simple rules should be evaluated regularly against new experiences and that they should be
revised when “they stop[ped] leading to successful outcomes” (112).

After about four years of using the square meterage rule, the company realized that it needed to change. As the density of the
network of stores in Austria was constantly growing, different actors in the company began to realize that the customers were not
making full use of the product range in every store. In an internal presentation, one member of Twist’s TMT pointed out that, due to
market saturation resulting from increasing store network density, the available retail potential of each store was lower per square
meter than forecasted (Internal document). Yet, it was not immediately clear that this would have had implications for the size of new
stores and thereby for the square meterage captured in the initial rule. It took several iterations of sharing information and experience,
both from the bottom up and laterally, to realize that the maximum square meterage should be decreased to 450m2. The MD
emphasized that “This change did not originate at the managerial level, as expected, but from the TMT.” Managers had internalized the
simple rule so deeply that " ... They had not even thought about making a case for changing it.” (I1). This again highlights the
importance of the MD’s role in steering not just the creation but also that of using and updating the rules.

Using codified simple rules: Mitigating challenges through top-down guidance and adaptation

The TMT made simple rules easily accessible and invited staff to share new experiences that challenged one or other of the simple
rules: the fact that the rules were adaptable allowed the actors to keep questioning their usefulness. Our data show that the simple rules
continued to be discussed at different hierarchy levels long after their initial launch. Due to simple rules being transparent and
adaptable, staff was able to examine them at any time and refer to them when making decisions. In what follows, we describe how top-
down guidance and adaptation mitigate the challenges and supported the continued use and codification of simple rules by ensuring
relevance, maintaining causality, and nurturing legitimacy (Table 4).

Ensuring relevance: TMT held simple rule use as a priority. If they are to be used, simple rules need to stay relevant to the strategic
direction of the company. Their relevance became manifest once the TMT was able to start drawing connections between simple rule
use and the growing profitability of the Twist-A stores (e.g. higher profits after store relocation). Continuous use of simple rules helped
to embed them within the day-to-day practices of the staff members and allow for new experience to be collected and shared,
eventually leading to updating. In this way, the opening of new stores and management of them gradually improved. As the MD
explained this small-step way of decision-making improvement for store expansion, “One thing is certain: this isn’t a way to make big
changes. We’re growing slowly, but we are growing continually.” (I1).

Maintaining causality: If simple rules are to remain effective, they need to be able to capture obscure and ambiguous means-ends
relationships while adapting to changes in the internal and external context (e.g. changes in strategy in the former case, or changes in
customer preference in the latter) while maintaining their core intent. The TMT invited staff to continuously share new experiences
contradicting existing rules. Still, the more the simple rules became embedded in everyday practices, the harder this deliberate
reflection became. To combat this challenge, the TMT initiated formal and informal meetings in which staff was invited to re-engage
with the simple rules to explore whether the means-ends relationships captured in the simple rules were still valid. Most of the time, the
simple rules were merely discussed and re-approved, but updates (re-creations) did only take place on a few occasions.

Nurturing legitimacy: The TMT’s constant reinforcement of simple rules in communications, the attention they placed on them,
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Table 4
Mechanisms of deliberate rule implementation: Supportive evidence

Top-down guidance

Challenges of simple rule use

Adaptation

Simple rule implementation is top management
priority

I am the guardian of the simple rules. (I1)
Everyone has to agree, but if they don’t, the
company hierarchy exists to ensure that simple
rules like this are actually implemented. (I7)

Continuous monitoring of simple rule efficacy
And of course I myself am often on the road
with salespeople and we need to be able to
monitor these things, regardless which
hierarchical level you're talking about, and see
if they’re being implemented over the course
of the sales process. And that’s the only way
we can check whether it actually works.
Because if I'm with a salesperson all day long
and we’ve laid down certain rules that we
require them to follow and they aren’t doing it,
then I know that the rules haven’t been taken
on board. (17)

Top management involvement reinforces
legitimacy

Rules are always, you have to explain them to
people, and of course rules can be
misunderstood. Yes. And of course, people
have to be prepared to accept the rules and

Relevance

The relevance of the simple rules is ensured by
the fact that the rules have to be self-validating
.. (13)

The challenge was to keep the simple rules
relevant over time and “if necessary, adapt
them to new situations”. (I1)

Causality

We need to fill them with life, put them into
action, otherwise they become checklists. (I1)
I think it provides a good way for team
members to orientate themselves because
imagine having to discuss every item of real
estate at executive board meetings ... if you
have to do that then you’'re taking up the
organization’s most expensive labor resources
on things that should be easy to decide. (I3)

Legitimacy

Rules are always, you have to explain them to
people, and of course rules can be
misunderstood. Yes. And of course, people have
to be prepared to accept the rules and
implement them. (V9)

Simple rules are continuously updated
Stick to it at all costs ... and if a new simple
rule is required, then an existing one should be
removed.

And if a simple rule is no longer useful, then it
should be deleted. (I113)

Simple rules are tailored to context while
maintaining core

It doesn’t really matter if people diverge from
the rules in small ways, so long as the general
tack is right. (I1)

... it’s important to keep re-investigating and
asking “Is this rule still correct? Is it still
accurate or do I need to make changes?” (I5)

Simple rule depends on staff expertise
Implementing the rules takes know-how as
well, because in order to be able to sell, for
example, you also want to be good at it; on its
own a rule isn’t much use. (Internal
Document)

implement them. (V9)

During consultations we ask: “Can we do this?
Are we playing by the rules? Or not? If we
aren’t, we need to inform top management ...”
()]

their ongoing re-approval and updating based on staff expertise signaled to staff that the TMT considered simple rules a crucial tool for
implementing Twist’s growth strategy. This lent weight to the rules’ legitimacy. As one interviewee pointed out: “What do we want our
salesman to know and do? [...] That’s a big challenge, to direct everyone’s attention to the things that are important to us.” (I6). On
occasion, the fact that the simple rules had been successfully applied within other companies and that it was possible to read about
them in the ‘Harvard Business Review’ and other well-known outlets helped further increase legitimacy. It was also clear that the
simple rules had to be used, and were being used, by every employee—including the TMT—and that their incorrect use would be
negatively evaluated.

Twist’s cultural fit facilitates simple rule creation and use

Our analysis also suggests that the cultural fit of simple rules was crucial to the deliberate development and the actors’ constructive
participation. Staff members understood that the firm’s intention was to provide easy-to-use guidelines for organizational decision
making that, while being straightforward, left room for improvisation. Simple rules would allow them to act more swiftly without
having to “sit down and think about it [...] every single time” (I4). Thus, simple rules could help them to avoid “wasting valuable time”
(14). Twist employees are generally used to working with operational rules and guidelines. Hence, building their decision making on a
new framework was familiar and easily implemented. New was that the unique content of simple rules derived bottom-up from Twist-A
staff members’ experience (in contrast to the usual top-down, centralized design and introduction of guidelines), and that simple rules
would, if necessary, be updated based on employees’ experience. Hence, staff was motivated to take part in the creation of simple rules
and the cultural fit supported them in using the codified simple rules willingly and reliably. But this cultural fit of simple rules to
Twist’s organizational context also had its downside. Twist-A members did not question every simple rule on an ongoing basis, and as a
result, it took them several iterations to realize that one of the details needed to change.

Implications of simple rule creation and use for decision making at Twist-A

The introduction of simple rules at Twist-A was well received by managers and the firm was on the intended growth trajectory.
They “had been delivering excellent sales figures up to that point. But afterwards they were even better” (I12), as one interviewee
summarized the situation. Indeed, the firm had made several tough decisions guided by the simple rules. For instance, a decision had
been taken to relocate one of the stores in a major city. Although the store had been profitable, it did not comply with the required store
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characteristics as captured in the new rules. The regional manager decided to move the store to a nearby location on a busy street, one
which complied with the ‘store-size rule’. Three years later, the regional manager told us that the store was now very successful. When
the MD reflected on how decisions regarding store opening had been made before the introduction of the simple rules, he admitted: “In
many cases, it would have helped to have simple rules. We would have made different decisions.” (I1).

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic is another case in point for showing how simple rules facilitated Twist-S’s store expansion.
In 2020 and 2021, most of the stores had to remain closed for some time due to government-mandated lockdowns and social-distancing
rules. During this period, Twist-A increased its speed of expansion. They opened two more stores than in previous years (on average
five shops a year) (Internal Document) and introduced self-service checkouts. The MD said: "[Building on simple rules] we immediately
knew what to do and as a result, the managers could just go on with their work.” (I1).

Discussion

Simple rules facilitate quick decision making by building on condensed experience (Bingham et al., 2007; Bingham and Eisenhardt,
2011). However, despite several studies revealing how simple rules emerge from real-time learning in companies during the formative
phase of strategic development, little is known about how large, established firms deliberately create simple rules for successful use
(Atanasiu et al., 2022). Our analysis of Twist-A uncovers how simple rules are created and used in a mature and highly formalized
organization. We particularly focus on the challenges (lack of relevance, unclear causality, missing legitimacy) that might hinder this
process as well as the activities for mitigating these challenges for deliberate simple rule creation and use. The organization’s cultural
context of formalization supported deliberate simple rule formulation. We thereby make the following theoretical contributions.

First, we add to extant research on simple rules by delineating the micro-level activities and supporting conditions of simple rule
creation and use. Prior literature provides deep insights into the gradual, often tacit, emergence of simple rules from specific expe-
rience (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011; Bingham et al., 2019) and the required unlearning of existing cognitive schemes (Atanasiu
etal., 2022). Existing research thus predominantly investigates the emergence of simple rules in entrepreneurial settings (e.g. Bingham
et al., 2007, 2011, 2019) where appropriate decision-making rules do not yet exist (Atanasiu et al., 2022). Our paper sheds light on
another approach to simple rule creation: The deliberate choice to develop simple rules in a mature setting. Indeed, also established
organizations may benefit from the use of simple rules. However, they might need a deliberate social process of experience synthesis
and simple rule formulation (e.g. King, 2007; Zollo and Winter, 2002) due to their often pre-existing and sometimes complicated
strategic setups. Also, rather than focusing on specific empirical instances, they might draw on messy, unstructured, and culturally
rooted background knowledge (Sackmann, 1992) about how decisions have been made (Regnér, 2003; Kogut and Zander, 1992) and
may thus struggle to articulate clear means-ends relationships that would guide future decision-making (Lippman and Rumelt, 1982;
King, 2007; King and Zeithaml, 2001). By tracing simple rule creation at Twist-A, we spell out how firms may deliberately create and
subsequently use such rules. We describe the activities involved in simple rule creation (bottom-up identification and lateral vali-
dation) and use (top-down guidance and ensuring simple rule adaptability). While this process confirms recent research by Atanasiu
etal. (2022) regarding the creation of heuristics for strategic decision-making, our findings provide further nuance on the use of simple
rules by highlighting the need for top-down legitimation of codified rules to avoid resistance or misuse. Thereby we address the call for
more in-depth understanding of simple rule evolution (Vuori and Vuori, 2014; Loock and Hinnen, 2015; Ott et al., 2017; Eisenhardt
and Bingham, 2017) and an underlying process of deliberate synthesis of experience that has so far been solely conceptual (Zollo and
Winter, 2002; Zollo and Singh, 2004).

In our investigation, we also show that this synthesis of experience is guided by one manager, a strategist, with a deep contextual
knowledge of the organization and the industry in which it is situated (Whittington et al., 2011). This aspect is particularly important:
witness, for example, the skill exhibited in the present case by the MD and other TMT members when mobilizing the firm’s existing
highly formularized cultural context and need to restrict itself to strategically-chosen opportunities. This puts attention on the
important role and impact of single individuals on simple rule creation and use (Aguinis et al., 2022).

Second, we establish a more nuanced picture of the issues involved in the formulation of simple rules. Indeed, the deliberate
creation of simple rules is faced with a three-fold challenge: the creation and ensuring of relevance (with regards to strategic objec-
tives), the capturing and maintaining of causality (with regards to means-ends relationships described by simple rules) and the
establishing and preserving of the legitimacy of the codified rules as decision-making devices. In prior literature, authors address the
positive (e.g. Bingham et al. 2007, 2019, Eisenhardt and Bingham, 2017) and negative effects of simple rule use (e.g. Bingham et al.
2011, Vuori and Vuori, 2014). For instance, Sull and Eisenhardt (2012) hint towards organizational challenges to simple rule
development, especially as simple rules are unique within their context (e.g. Bingham et al., 2011) and are meant for future decisions
by building on past experiences. However, this body of work is largely silent about the concrete organizational challenges arising in the
formative phase of simple rule development. We further disentangle these challenges and explain how they affect the creation and use
phase of simple rules. These findings highlight a key difficulty in strategy work: capturing what is important and understanding the
innerworkings of decisions and organizational processes (Regnér, 2003; Bingham et al., 2019). While such incomprehensible
means-ends relationships prevent imitation by competitors, our findings tie back to extant research that they may stifle growth (King
and Zeithaml, 2001; King, 2007) if they prevent strategy implementation.

Third, we present simple rule creation and use as a means for implementing strategy. Prior research focuses on simple rules in
strategy formulation phases of young, entrepreneurial companies (e.g. Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011). Such firms use simple rules to
improvise in decision-making, due to lack of experience. Improvising with simple rules helps these young companies to collect more
experience for further capability development and strategy formulation (e.g. Bingham et al., 2019). Yet, prior literature has overlooked
the use of simple rules in other strategy contexts such as an approach to guide strategy implementation (Friesl et al., 2020) as opposed
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to strategy development (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2011; Bingham et al., 2019). Indeed, in the case of Twist-A, simple rules were
deliberately introduced to support the firm’s existing growth strategy. A simple rule approach to strategy implementation was
considered beneficial as the firm’s existing complex set of decision-making guidelines started to weigh on managers’ ability to make
fast decisions when expanding the firm’s retail network. Yet, because the firm already had a strong ‘rule based’ culture, developing
simple rules for strategy implementation required the involvement of a broad range of actors (Weiser et al., 2020). A pure top-down
approach would have jeopardized the legitimacy of those simple rules because of the richness of experience and the abundance of
existing decision-making guidelines within the firm.

Finally, our findings are subject to several boundary conditions that have implications for future research. While these findings
stem from a representative case, more research is needed to explore their generalizability, especially the cultural context and the role of
managers (Aguinis et al., 2022). In our paper the impetus for simple rule creation came from the top. Future research might consider
which other actors can facilitate simple rule creation and how companies that do not already have a culture of using rules can find ways
of creating and using simple rules; and consider investigating the dark side of individuals’ influence on creating simple rules for
organizational use. While this study underscores the collective process to condense past experience into simple rules in established
organizations, more research is needed into other means of achieving simplicity for rapid decision-making. One avenue might be to
investigate organizations which have existing fine-grained data on decision making and which use data mining and analysis, machine
learning or artificial intelligence for detecting patterns of successful decision making; and how the use of new technologies requires
new guidelines for decision-making (Rauch and Ansari, 2022).

Conclusion

We investigate how a large, established firm deliberately creates and uses simple rules. The Twist case reveals that simple rules are
a deliberate attempt to underpin the implementation of the firm’s growth strategy, a strategy that requires speedy and coherent de-
cision making. The firm’s TMT decided to introduce and use simple rules and develop them by involving staff members from across the
hierarchy. We show that the deliberate creation and use faces three central challenges (lack of relevance, unclear causality, missing
legitimacy), and we reveal how actors mitigated those challenges for the successful and continuous use of simple rules. Other
established companies with effective but stagnant and complex strategic setups might find it helpful to use this method to condense
experience into strategic decision-making guidelines. The complexity of strategy seems to require simplicity for its accomplishment.
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