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Recent debates on professionals and the organizations in which they work have foregrounded the precarious future of traditional professional work and the urgency for organisations to respond in radical transformational ways (Susskind and Susskind 2015). Professional firms are being disrupted by competitive markets in which the need for commercial imperatives, technological changes and new managerial modes of operation are increasingly dominating industry discourses. In professional organisations such as professional services firms (PSFs), these developments have been found to threaten the expert status of professionals (Schilling et al. 2012), alter traditional notions of professional autonomy (Thomas and Hewitt 2011) and give rise to increasingly corporatized structures and forms of managing (Angel 2007; Lander, Heugens and van Oosterhout 2017; Teece 2003). In response, some organisations are found to develop more hybrid forms of professionalism that enable them to adapt to the changing landscape and promote productive transformational outcomes (Evetts 2009; Faulconbridge and Muzio 2008; Noordegraaf 2007, 2015; Reay and Hinings 2009). However, some professional organisations prove more resistant to change (de Cock 1998; Doolin 2002) and struggle leveraging professional, managerial and commercial discourses as drivers of change. What remains less clear is how competing discourses may generate tensions that not only appear irreconcilable but also act to undermine and thwart organizational change efforts (Besharov and Smith 2014; Lander, Heugens and van Oosterhout 2017; Pache and Santos 2010). In particular, we lack as yet a better understanding of the ways in which professionals interpret change in their professional environment (Bévort and Suddaby 2016; Blomgren and Waks 2015; Heusinkveld, Benders and Hillebrand 2013) and the processes by which such micro-level practices may undermine organizational change (Jabarkowski, Le and Van den Ven 2013; Sonenshein 2010). In this study, we draw on a discursive understanding of professional work and change (Anderson-Gough and Grey 2000; Grant and Marshak 2009; Thomas and Hewitt 2011; Whittle, Mueller and Carter 2016) to examine how professional workers make sense of the disruption of their professional environment. In doing so, we seek to shed light on the link between multiple discourses in professional organizations (Kuhn 2009) and the undermining of organizational change. 
The contributions of this study are two-fold: First, we contribute to studies of organizational change in professional organizations by highlighting how broader industry disruptions may prompt professional workers to engage in defensive practices that stymie organizational change. We identify a range of defensive strategies resulting from professionals’ inability to resolve conflicts between market-based pressures and their entrenched understandings of control over their work content and processes (Abbott 1988). Our research demonstrates that not all professional organizations are able to develop adaptive, hybrid forms of professionalism (Evetts 2009; Faulconbridge and Muzio 2008; Noordegraaf 2007, 2015; Reay and Hinings 2009) in response to broader industry pressures. This calls into question overly deterministic, radical accounts of organizational change that lose sight of the ‘contextual embeddedness’ of professional organizations (Heracleous and Barret 2001; Kuhn 2009; Pettigrew 1997). 
Second, we contribute to discursive studies of professional work by responding to the call to ‘contextualize studies of professionals in multiple discourses’ (Kuhn 2009: 681). Specifically, we highlight how micro-level discursive practices constitute a form of defensive professionalism that may further marginalize the role of professional organizations in society (Susskind and Susskind 2015). By focusing on the IP law profession, we examine how three defensive strategies (denial, regression and projection) undermined organizational change, hampering the transformation of PSFs in the face of broader industry disruptions. 
The remainder of the article is structured as follows: First, we review extant literature on the changing nature of professional work, focusing on the ways in which a discursive lens can be deployed (and developed) to enhance this strand of theoretical and empirical inquiry. In the next section, we outline the empirical context of our study and methods, followed by a presentation of our findings. Finally, we offer a discussion of our key contributions and outline the broader implications and avenues for future research. 
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
The changing nature of work in professional organizations
Over the past decades, studies of professional work have emphasised that market-based and regulatory changes are triggering radical and often far-reaching shifts in the ways professional organizations organize and manage their work (Brock and Powell 2005). These changes are exacerbated by technological innovations that disrupt industry standards and enable new service models, challenging long-standing norms of professional conduct and collegiality (Ackroyd and Muzio 2007; Greenwood 2007). As a result, professional workers grapple with the ways in which professionalism is interpreted and enacted (Blomgren and Waks 2015; Brock, Leblebici and Muzio 2004). This shift has also been found to affect the law sector where large law firms, in particular, are said to have replaced (or at least augmented) traditionally held notions of professionalism with more commercially-focused values and practices (Cooper et al. 1996; Faulconbridge and Muzio 2009). 
Law firms in general, and IP law firms more particularly, have traditionally been characterized by their commitment to ‘civic-based’ forms of professionalism (Freidson 2001) where attorneys perform the role of a trusted advisor for their clients and are expected to prioritize client needs over the maximisation of profits (Suddaby and Greenwood 2005a). This form of professionalism has often been aligned with ‘expert-based’ understandings of professionalism (Brint 1994) that foreground high professional standards, professional expertise and reputation, the partnership model, peer control and informal consensual decision-making processes in law firms (Cooper et al. 1996; Lander, Heugens and van Oosterhout 2017). However, external pressures on the law sector such as the globalization of markets, the impact of neo-liberal ideologies and legislation, client demands for competitive billing practices, and the growing use of technology in ways that disrupt traditional business practices, have brought commercial and managerial imperatives to the foreground (Ackroyd and Muzio 2007; Faulconbridge and Muzio 2008; Lander, Heugens and van Oosterhout 2017; Pinnington and Morris 2003). These pressures have generated ongoing and sometimes unresolvable tensions for professional workers and their professional identities (e.g., Ahuja, Heizmann and Clegg 2019b).
More recently, authors have identified the plurality and interplay of multiple organisational and professional discourses (Anderson-Gough and Grey 2000; Olakivi and Niska 2017; Thomas and Hewitt 2011; Whittle, Mueller and Carter 2016) as a key to understanding tensions triggered by the changing nature of professional work. Some professionals are found to embrace hybrid positions that seek to balance conflicting commercial, managerial and professional imperatives (e.g. Adler et al. 2008; Faulconbridge and Muzio 2008; Reay and Hinings 2009; Croft, Currie, and Lockett 2015; Denis, Ferlie, and van Gestel 2015). In doing so, professional actors’ sense-making processes help navigate organizational pressures and co-produce organisational change (Bévort and Suddaby 2016; Blomgren and Waks 2015; McGivern et al. 2015). The broad emphasis in this recent body of research is on the ways in which practices at the micro-level may lead to productive transformational outcomes, in particular through the development of more hybrid forms of professionalism (Evetts 2009; Faulconbridge and Muzio 2008; Noordegraaf 2007, 2015; Reay and Hinings 2009). 
What remains less clear, however, is why some professional organizations find it difficult to move towards the enactment of organizational change, even when market-based pressures provide legitimacy for organizational change discourses. One way of explaining this phenomenon is the difficulty of aligning discourses in ways that reconcile the different interests of organizational stakeholders (Pache and Santos 2010). For instance, the recent work of Skelcher and Rathgeb-Smith (2015) highlights how ‘blocked hybrids’ emerge ‘when the inherent tensions’ between discourses cannot be ‘resolved or managed, leading to organizational dysfunction’ (p. 442). In the public and non-profit sectors, such blockages have been found to emerge from conflicts between a longstanding community ethos and increasingly dominant market and corporate priorities (Skelcher and Rathgeb Smith 2015). Other studies have shown that such (temporary) blockages are also relatively common in law firms which are often required to respond to conflicting commercial, managerial and professional pressures (Greenwood et al. 2011; Kuhn 2009; Lander, Heugens and van Oosterhout 2017). However, how and why competing forces generate tensions that not only appear irreconcilable but also act to undermine and thwart organizational change efforts (Besharov and Smith 2014; Lander, Heugens and van Oosterhout 2017; Pache and Santos 2010) is, less well understood. In empirical studies of such tensions, scholars have rightly lamented the absence of ‘analyses of the interpretations … of [the] involved actors’ that consider ‘how meaning is constructed’ (Blomgren and Waks 2015: 78/81). As Sonenshein (2010) argues, there is, in particular, a need to better understand professionals’ interpretations of meanings around change since these interpretations have the capacity to undermine successful change implementation.  In this paper, we draw on a discursive approach to explore this phenomenon, focusing specifically on how defensive strategies may undermine organizational change.
Discourse, professional work and organizational change
Discourse can be understood as ‘sets of interconnected concepts, expressions, and statements that constitute a way of talking and writing about an aspect of the world, thereby framing and influencing how people understand and act with regard to that aspect of the world’ (Watson 2002: 100). Discursive approaches (Heracleous 2004) highlight ‘the role of language as a site of action’ (Coupland 2001, p. 1106) drawing attention to the way language-in-use shapes and constructs peoples’ interpretations and actions thus ‘shaping social practices and social reality’ (Heracleous 2004, p. 176). As Phillips and Hardy (2002, p. 2) point out: ‘without discourse, there is no social reality, and without understanding discourse, we cannot understand social reality, our experiences, or ourselves.’. 
Importantly, in the context of increasingly complex and changing workplaces that demands multiple ways of communicating at work, discursive approaches engage with ‘the dynamics, the politics, the plurality, and the reflexivity inherent in new ways of doing, being, and talking at work’ (Iedema & Scheeres 2003, p. 336) to construct what is ‘really’ happening (Heracleous 2004). As such, understandings of discourse ‘as integral to and constructive of organizational change’ (Grant and Marshak 2011: 207) –, rather than simply a reflection of the social reality of actors –, underpin this research. 
IndeedIn the literature on the professions, there has been a growing awareness of the value of discursive approaches in understanding the changing nature of professional work (Anderson-Gough and Grey 2000; Evetts 2009; Fournier 1999; Iedema et al. 2003; Kuhn 2009; Olakivi and Niska 2017; Thomas and Hewitt 2011; Whittle, Mueller and Carter 2016). Studies have foregrounded that, on the one hand, changes in the nature of professional work may lead to defensive responses resulting in negative feelings for professionals (Morales & Lambert 2013; Williams 2007) and escalate contradictions (Jarzabkowski, Lê, and Van de Ven 2013). Studies that examine discursive strategies deployed by professionals in relation to macro-level changes have shown that professionals draw upon multiple discursive resources including professionalism (Suddaby, Gendron and Lam 2009), commercialization (Fauclonbridge refs), emotions (Ahuja, Heizmann and Clegg 2019a), ethics (Kornberger and Brown 2007), managerialism (Thomas and Hewitt 2011) and public service (erfs). These studies show that professionals continually protect and/or defend their practices by engaging in discursive strategies that seek to actively manage changes in the external environment (Bucher et al. 2016b; Currie et al. 2012). 
On the other hand, defensive strategies may also produce relatively conformist professionals that continue to perform according to set expectations (Fleming & Spicer 2003). Discursive approaches also emphasise how new discourses (i.ee.g.. managerialism) enter the professional organization organisation generating contradictory demands on professionals (Jarzabkowski, Lê, and Van de Ven 2013). yet,In response, professionals have been shown to selectively (and opportunistically) draw on a variety of discursive resources (Hardy, Palmer and Phillips 2000; Kuhn 2009; Watson 2002) that legitimate their actions and interests while also ‘providing a horizon for future practice’ (Kuhn 2009: 684). For instance, McGivern et al. (2015) argue that medical professionals in managerial roles in the British National Health Service, self-aggrandize themselvessuccessfully position themselves as hybrid ‘professional elites’ since they manage both professional work and other professionalsby opportunistically engaging with professional and managerial discourses. In a similar vein, Clarke, Brown and Hailey (2009) argue that managers faced with competing loyalties to business and its people adopt antagonistic discursive strategies (e.g. emotional/unemotional, professional/unprofessional) to cope with the contradictions they encounter in their daily work lives. Particularly in the face of macro-level changes that challenge and disrupt existing professional practices, professionals may draw upon discourses to articulate alternative meanings that in turn, shape and alter the organizational change discourse(s) (refs). In doing so, discursive practices are seen to help navigate organizational pressures and co-produce organisational change (Bévort and Suddaby 2016; Blomgren and Waks 2015; McGivern et al. 2015).
However, we know less about the ways in which discursive practices (Bucher et al. 2016b; McGivern and Ferlie 2007; Vince and Broussine 1996) may result in professionals getting ‘stuck’ in defensive professionalism (Bucher et al. 2016b; McGivern and Ferlie 2007; Vince and Broussine 1996), thereby undermining the capacity of professional organisations for change (de Cock 1998; Doolin 2002). For instance, Anderson-Gough and Grey (2000) examined the work of accountants to find that professional discourses exercise disciplinary effects that prompt practitioners to defend ‘truth claims’ consistent with the professional discourse into which they had been socialized. These disciplinary effects, however, may not always work to support organisational change efforts. Indeed, while professionals engage with multiple discourses, their tendency ‘to “fix” meaning in ways that will serve their particular interests’ (Mumby 2004)  may also override organisational interests. 
There is, however, a growing recognition that professionals deploy contradictory discourses as they struggle to cope with competing and inconsistent demands (Cuganesan 2017; Smith 2014). Clarke, Brown and Hailey (2009), for instance, argue that managers faced with competing loyalties to business and its people adopt antagonistic discursive strategies (e.g. emotional/unemotional, professional/unprofessional) in attempts to make sense of tensions and contradictions they encounter in their daily work lives. As such, professional actors are ‘purposeful, knowledgeable agents’, both enabled and constrained by discourses (Heracleous and Barret 2001: 756). This is particularly relevant in the case of macro-level changes that challenge and disrupt existing professional practices since, professionals may take up these new discourses, resist them, and/or articulate alternative meanings that shape and alter the organizational change discourse(s). 
Finally, discursive approaches view organizations as ‘political sites where various organizational actors and groups struggle to “fix” meaning in ways that will serve their particular interests’ (Mumby 2004). As such, the changes to professional work are seen to involve an interplay of both stability and instability with a focus on their continuous emergence, i.e. their discursive enactment and constitution (Tsoukas and Chia 2014). Against this background, we see discourse as an instrument of professional work and organizational change (Evetts 2009; Grant and Marshak 2011). 
Our discursive approach is informed by three key theoretical tenets. First, we posit that, while some discourses come to be more powerful or privileged than others in particular local settings, no discourse has a totalizing force. Rather, Second, we assume that organizational change, as well as the reproduction of existing practices, involves the negotiation of meaning among different organizational stakeholders who may seek to promote and sustain different views and interests (Grant and Marshak 2011). As a result, particular change discourses may be supported, resisted and/or transformed by the practices of professional actors (de Cock 1998; Doolin 2002). Third, and key to our contribution to discourse-based studies of professional work, we seek to nuance a common premise in discursive studies which suggests that organizational change is constituted by a change in organization-level change discourses (Ford and Ford 1995, 2008). We argue this premise tends to overplay the determinative power of change discourses or, at the very least, oversimplify the complex dialectic relationship between agency and structure in the context of disruptive change processes. 
In this paper, we seek to shed light on this phenomenon by exposing how that professional workers’ discursive practices may actconstrued as defensive strategies, may that hamper organizational change. Understanding such forms of defensive professionalism (Muzio and Ackroyd 2005) is important because in increasingly disrupted professions, the capacity for change has come to be considered as a matter of survival (Susskind and Susskind 2015).Against this background, we examine the following research questions in the context of IP law firms: 
(1) How do IP practitioners discursively make sense of the disruption of work in their professional environment? 
(2) How do these discursive practices shape the practitioners’ responses to organizational change?
For instance, Anderson-Gough and Grey (2000) examined the work of accountants to find that professional discourses exercise disciplinary effects that prompt practitioners to embody particular professional identities and, eventually, defend ‘truth claims’ consistent with the professional discourse into which they had been socialized. Studies that examine discursive strategies deployed by professionals on the ground in relation to specific pressures offer rich insights into the multiple discourses that are drawn upon as resources in legitimating professionals’ practices and jurisdictional boundaries (Ahuja et al. 2019; Doolin 2002; Finn 2008; Korica and Molloy 2010; Whittle 2006). Professionals continually protect and/or defend their autonomy by engaging in discursive strategies that seek to actively manage changes in the external environment (Bucher et al. 2016; Currie et al. 2012). However, we know little about how multiple discourses (Kuhn 2009; Thomas and Hewitt 2011) are connected to defensive strategies (Bucher et al. 2016; McGivern and Ferlie 2007; Vince and Broussine 1996) that may undermine change in professional organisations (de Cock 1998; Doolin 2002). Understanding such forms of defensive professionalism (Muzio and Ackroyd 2005) is important because in increasingly disrupted professions, the capacity for change has come to be considered as a matter of survival (Susskind and Susskind 2015). In this paper, we seek to explore these issues by drawing on discourse-based understandings that (1) view discourses as instruments of professional and organizational change that privilege particular forms of change and/or continuity; and (2) are predicated on the understanding that the micro-level discursive practices of professional actors may constitute defensiveness at the meso (organizational) level, thereby undermining organizational change. Drawing on this discursive framework, we examine the following research questions in the context of IP law firms: 
How do IP practitioners discursively make sense of the disruption of work in their professional environment? 
How do these discursive practices shape the practitioners’ responses to organizational change?
(Ford and Ford 1995; Ford and Ford 2008)
RESEARCH SETTING AND METHODS
The Case
The case involves a mid-sized IP law firm (~100 staff) that constituted a central player in the Australian IP market. The firm operated offices in four major Australian cities and employed 50-60 patent attorneys as well as a number of administrators and other specialist professional staff. The firm shares many characteristics of contemporary PSFs in that it manifested a high degree of knowledge intensity (with core operations in patent drafting and advisory services), a highly professionalized workforce (Zardkoohi, Bierman and Panina 2011), and an increasingly diversified portfolio that incorporated new specialist roles such as IP valuation and analytics. Like most PSFs, the firm was in the process of negotiating a series of global trends in its environment, in particular, the commoditization of services through technology-enabled automation, standardization pressures to retain profit margins, and an increase in peer-to-peer platforms disrupting traditional business models and offering products and services more cheaply and flexibly (IP-Australia 2017). Given these significant threats to IP professionals’ work, the firm represented an ideal case to examine how professionals make sense of the broader shifts in their industry and the ways in which this may impact organizational change. After having operated in a relatively sheltered environment until the beginning of this century, the firm was experiencing changes in client expectations and attitudes towards IP protection, increased global competition, and a substantial lowering of their financial margins. Collectively, these market-driven pressures resulted in a period of intense debate with the firm’s management seeking to promote (1) increased automation, offshoring and the streamlining of back office systems, with the aim of lowering costs of production; (2) a strategic transformation from being a provider of traditional IP law services, to a multi-faceted ‘business partner’ that offered a broad range of IP and strategic services; (3) the concomitant upskilling of IP professionals to ensure better servicing of client needs. However, primarily due its governance structure that required consensual decision-making among all equity partners of the firm, the firm also had a long history of failed attempts to change its existing practices. Three years prior to the case, the firm had attempted to create a suite of new specialist services, which did not realise their potential since partners remained wedded to their traditional patent practice and failed to cross-sell the new services to their clients. More recently, several opportunities relying on strategic alliances with large overseas law firms seeking an Australasian presence remained fruitless. Our case study spans a timeframe of two and a half years (between 2015-2018) in which the firm contemplated appropriate measures and strategies for organizational change, prompted by industry-level changes that senior leaders described as ‘threatening’ to the firm’s very survival. During this period, the firm was characterised by significant tensions and debate among organizational members about the future of the firm, thus lending itself to a discursive methodology (Phillips and Hardy 2002: 71).
Data collection and analysis
The primary source of data for this case consists of 41 in-depth interviews with patent attorneys, administrators and specialist professional staff in the firm (see Table 1). All interviews were digitally recorded, fully transcribed and de-identified through the use of pseudonyms, resulting in a total of 433 pages of interview data. The interviews lasted between 30-90 mins and included open-ended questions about the participants’ role and nature of work, the firm’s internal and external drivers of change, contextual challenges and possible future pathways for change. In addition, secondary data in the form of extensive field notes from informal conversations with organizational members (e.g, regarding the perceived history of change in the firm), ethnographic observations of meetings (workshops, team and board meetings), and documentary evidence about the future trajectory of the firm (e.g. strategy documents, annual reports, meeting agendas and minutes) were collected during the time of the study. These secondary data sources offered rich contextual details about the firm and its history and were used to triangulate evidence from the interviews (Yin 2009). 
Data collection was informed by a theoretical sampling approach (Miles and Huberman 1994), which allowed corroborating the emerging discursive themes throughout the process (Kvale 1996). We leveraged the different levels of contextual immersion of the researchers. Since the second author had in-depth access to the participants’ life worlds on an ongoing basis (including two days a week on site over a two and a half year period), he adopted the role of the ‘insider’ researcher (Geertz 1973). This was counterbalanced by the first and third author assuming the role of dialogic partners in making sense of the data, probing assumptions, and providing rival explanations (Kvale 1996). During the coding process, the rich contextual knowledge of the second author was further drawn upon to verify the validity of the emerging discursive patterns. We deployed this insider/outsider approach as we sought to generate novel insights from the data and develop broader, more abstracted and generalizable theoretical constructs (Charmaz 2014).
The interview data was coded according to themes and categories emerging from the case (see Figure 1), using a pattern analysis across the data set (Grant and Iedema 2005). This involved a number of analytic steps: First, we identified the prevailing discourses used by the participants to make sense of the disruption of their work; and examined similarities and differences in the participants’ discursive practices when talking about the changes taking place in their professional and organizational environment. Following Kvale (1996), we condensed these responses into abstract statements that constituted an initial draft of our first-order codes. These were revisited and refined several times by going back and forth between interview data, secondary data and extant literature on professional work and organizational change (Miles and Huberman 1994). Second, we integrated the emerging codes into themes, in order to reveal the multiple (macro-level) discourses of IP work that participants engaged with in their (micro-level) discursive practice. Third, we examined how these discourses were distributed amongst the different internal groups (i.e. attorneys, specialist IT staff and administrators) to identify possible variations. Notably, some participants employed more than one discourse in making sense of the disruption of their work, thus our findings represent ‘typified’ discursive practices that were prevalent in the various groups (Kuhn 2009). Finally, we analyzed how these discursive practices were connected to organizational change and stability. We identified both defensive and active strategies (Jabarkowski, Le and Van den Ven 2013) towards change in the participants’ accounts (see Figure 1) and examined, once again, how these varied across the internal groups. In combining these insights, we were able to identify links between the (prevailing) use of professional discourses and patterns of defensiveness in the firm.  

[Insert Figure 1 here]


FINDINGS
We found that IP practitioners’ interpretations of the disruptions to the ways in which they perform their work were embedded in multiple professional discourses. These included discursive constructions of IP as art, IP as a professional activity, IP as a commercial endeavour and IP as a managerial task (see Figure 1). While discursive statements drawing on the former two discourses (IP as art, IP as a professional activity) predominantly enacted defensive responses that resisted organizational change, discursive practices that aligned with the latter discourses (IP as a commercial endeavour, IP as a managerial task) constituted more active responses that re- and co-produced the firm’s broader change discourse (Jabarkowski, Le and Van den Ven 2013). While occasionally acknowledging the current force of commercial and managerial drivers in their industry, the majority of the firm’s attorneys drew on defensive strategies when making sense of changes to the nature of their work. In contrast, active responses that promoted organizational change were more common among practitioners in specialist roles (e.g. IP valuation, IP analytics, Trademarks) and support service staff (e.g. Office Management, Finance, Marketing). In the following sections, we highlight the prevalence of three specific defensive strategies (denial, regression and projection) among IP professionals that undermined the firm’s managerial and commercial change discourses. While also providing examples of more active responses that endorsed change, we identify a pattern of ‘temporary blockage’ in the firm that undermined the potential for organizational change practices to be implemented.
Denial (IP as Art)
IP practitioners manifested a surprising tendency to make sense of changes in their professional environment in ways that foregrounded the profound and enduring artistic nature of IP work – thereby implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) denying the force of commercial and managerial change drivers. Their discursive responses highlighted the artistry involved in developing ‘unique’ and ‘beautiful’ patent specifications and resisted the notion of their work being readily imitable by more cost-efficient competitors. Everything we do is so different and unique and not cookie cutter. … It’s not just simply traditional filing, prosecution type work that anybody could do.” (Richard, Principal); ‘It's such an art form putting an invention into words and you know, you can change a word, one word, and that totally changes the scope of what your projection is. So I think from that side of things, you’ll always need attorneys.’ (Eric, Associate). IP work was understood and enjoyed as a creative endeavour that added unique value to their clients’ businesses, rather than a simple commodity that could be transferred through standard service delivery. We don’t want to play in the commodity area because it’s just not the type of people we are. We like doing the high value work and the intellectual, creative work. That’s what stimulates us, that’s what gets us out of bed. (Ronald, Principal). While IP practitioners acknowledged the disruptive impact of overseas competitors and new technological platforms, they also carved out a secure niche (‘higher value work’) that apparently avoided more fundamental threats to their existing professional practice. 

It’s knowing what we’re going to be. I don’t think that we are going to be commoditized, cheap and cheerful, push it through. … It just means that we have to be advisors instead of just handle turners. We’ve got other things to bring to the business when we can. It’s really not just taking instructions and following instructions. (Laura, Principal)

In this way, attorneys aligned themselves with the firm’s positioning of IP professionals as ‘business partners’, while simultaneously suppressing the less desirable tenets of the firm’s commercial and managerial change discourses such as the growing demand to upskill and act as salespeople.

I guess there’s just a sense that maybe that’s a bit icky somehow. You know, that being a patent attorney is a more of a noble profession and if the client really needs their work, the client will always come to them. … Selling them the patent, selling them a service is not so much of a noble kind of pursuit really. (Cole, Senior Valuation Analyst)

Regression (IP as a professional activity)
Common across our data set was also a tendency for IP practitioners to resort to traditional views of IP work that had provided autonomy in the past. This involved reinforcing conventional professional boundaries of IP work and resisting demands to take on additional (‘non-professional’) responsibilities to increase the firm’s client base. 

I’m a professional; I’m not a marketer. I need the marketer to come to me and say ‘I marketer have a marketing degree, this is what you should do, this is what you should try’ and me being the professional with the qualities and abilities will go out and do it. But I’m not the marketer. (David, Principal)

The firm’s commercial push to sell services more effectively and become involved in their clients’ business strategy was interpreted both as a leap beyond their professional expertise and as a ‘distraction’ from the core work of patent attorneys. 

He’s not busy doing what he’s paid for. … You weren’t employed to be a manager. You’re employed to be a patent attorney. They get so distracted by…it’s great fun, this sort of stuff is great fun, I’d love to do this, get involved in this sort of thing when I’m retired from being a patent attorney. But you’re a patent attorney, you’re a lawyer. (Clare, Principal)

IP professionals appeared to be particularly apprehensive about the firm’s commercial push to grow the client base quickly, raising concerns about a reduced level of ‘care’ for existing clients and the associated risk of lowering the quality of their work. The chase for new clients is important but we’ve also got to look after our existing clients with the same vigour. I think that sometimes we have lost sight of that. (Robert, Senior Associate) These trepidations also extended to the firm’s plans to standardize processes to ensure more streamlined and efficient service delivery. Referring back to longstanding professional values around quality and client care, attorneys resisted the notion that shared service functions could deliver ‘standardized’ services without compromising the attorneys’ professional reputation.


I have been concerned and am gonna get more concerned when we have renewals and filing departments and everything else, and they’re writing a letter to the client. The client doesn’t need to know the renewals person, the filings person. They need to know the attorneys working on their files. …there’ll be a certain standard and quality and I’m not convinced that that will follow through [otherwise]. … Of course me or my PA writing to them is an extra step which some think is inefficient. I’ll say it’s vital to the relationship to make sure everything is done to the highest standard. That’ll be a battle to come, I’m sure. (Laura, Principal)

While only few attorneys actively promoted the firm’s commercial and managerial change discourses, we found some variation among practitioners in specialist roles (e.g. IP valuation, IP analytics, Trademarks) and support service staff (e.g. Office Management, Finance, Marketing). 

I think there is a need to understand the broader commercial context. It’s not enough to be able to write the perfect patent or to be able to be correct. I think it’s not enough to just have a PhD and have all the qualifications. You have to be able to put that in a commercial context. …What’s the market opportunity? What are your sales projections? Is a patent even the right solution for you? (Hugh, Senior IP Analyst)


I think individual rapport is important but we also need more structure in terms of what we tell clients sometimes. I think attorneys will go off and do their own thing. … When I joined the firm I was surprised that there wasn’t a standard way we communicate with clients. … Everyone does something different and the end result is, we’re not consistent in that respect. (Andrea, PA)

Practitioners in these roles appeared to demonstrate a greater acknowledgement of the threat of shrinking profits through the growing commodification of services in their industry and the need to address firm inefficiencies as a matter of ‘survival’. This variation in our data may be linked to the fact that shared service professionals had broader (cross-functional) visibility of the implications of structural and managerial inefficiencies, as well as to the discursive framing of shared services as commercial ‘value adders’. Further, IP professionals in such roles may have been less invested in longstanding professional discourses than the firm’s attorneys, as well as less prone to taking the firm’s privileged domestic market position for granted. As one attorney acknowledged: ‘In a way you just become complacent about the market and have this feeling that the work is going to roll in the way it always has.’ (Ronald, Principal).
Projection (IP as a professional activity)
A third set of responses to changes in IP practitioners’ professional environment involved a defensive pattern of projecting personal and organizational limitations (e.g. lack of business acumen, limited capabilities in strategic advisory work, late adoption of technologies) to external parties. For example, IP professionals demonstrated a distinct hostility towards new IP online platforms and brokerage services (often located overseas) that had recently entered the Australian market. ‘There was outrage at the idea of intermediary online platforms cutting out that profitable filing end of the process. There was a genuine, “How dare they come into this space?”’ (Hugh, Senior IP Analyst) Such competitors where demonized as lower quality service offerings that did not provide the same level of client care and individual involvement as the firm’s attorneys. ‘We didn’t want to play with the devil and hasten our demise by cannibalizing our own business.’ (Kevin, Associate) Notably, as a result of this reinforcement of the superiority of traditional IP services, the potential for learning and adaptation to the new market landscape was cut off.
Further common was a tendency to attribute the firm’s precarious market position to the ignorance of clients who, in a competitive economic environment, were seen to be unaware of the distinct value of IP attorneys’ work.  ‘They [the clients] were shopping around at these very cheap online one-stop shops. Which don’t provide much value at all. And I was just trying to get them to understand where the value is.’ (Marcus, Principal) Linked to this discursive framing was the notion that attorneys (rather than fundamentally changing their practice) needed to improve their communication practices to ensure that clients were ‘educated’ about the value of professional IP work. ‘I don’t know how to do this but we should do our best to educate the clients so that they understand where the value is and why we’re putting the value in.” (Felipe, Associate). There was a sense that ‘the clients don’t see a lot of what we do’ to the point where attorneys felt that they were undercharging for their services. 

The parts about the strategy and the meeting with the clients and telling them what you think they should be doing with their business, which is the really hard stuff, and that’s the value-add stuff, we’ve conditioned our clients to understand that that’s free in return for getting their files. (Arthur, Principal)

Finally, a broader form of projection became apparent in IP practitioners’ tendency to blame industry shifts in a more abstract and general way. In particular, there was a sense that the value of (hard-earned) professional knowledge had become under threat in a marketplace where firms were becoming increasingly corporatized.  

A massive danger is that the knowledge or value that people that work in this industry put in their daily jobs gets commoditized and becomes a business asset and falls within the framework of profit and shareholders. …People like me, they’ve got like four degrees at university, so they’ve studied their whole life. They try to put value into something and I see the value being commoditized by people that raise money on the stock market. (Felipe, Associate)


Alongside such statements that highlighted IP professionals’ fear of losing their traditionally held expert status, several participants described the transformation of professional partnerships into corporate structures as a ‘sell-out’ that further undermined the traditional duty of patent attorneys to the legal system and their clients. 

Traditionally IP firms had to be partnerships. It was meant to be ‘you’re a professional. You’re meant to be working for lawyers. Your highest duty is to the court. The next is to your client. … Shareholders come further down the list and all that sort of stuff. … What’s happening in industry now, it’s all about market share. But are you actually becoming profitable or is it just getting bigger for the sake of trying to look you’re more profitable? (Gerald, senior associate)


This account highlights the tensions between market-based imperatives and a more traditional form of ‘civic professionalism’ (Freidson 2001) in which professionals such as lawyers serve the interests of the public. By drawing on expert and civic-based discourses of professionalism, IP practitioners lamented the loss of their past professional autonomy while positioning themselves as victims of a broader industry shift in which they had no sense of agency.
CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

In this article, we have examined the micro-level discursive practices that characterize how IP professionals make sense of the disruption of their professional work. Our analysis shows that IP practitioners’ response strategies were primarily defensive in nature and could be grouped into three categories: denial, regression and projection. 
Our first contribution is to studies of organizational change in professional organisations. Specifically, we draw attention to the defensive strategies that undermine the enactment of organizational change. We argue that these defensive strategies (denial, regression and projection) enabled professional workers to cope with threats to their professional autonomy and status (e.g. Abbott 1988), while also constituting organizational change as negative or insignificant (Sonenshein 2010). 
In framing their professional practice as a form of art, IP professionals were able to emphasise the enduring and inimitable characteristics of their professional practice, thereby implicitly denying the radical and far-reaching consequences of their industry’s disruption to their own professional practice. IP professionals effectively rationalized the changes in their professional environment as too insignificant (Sonenshein 2010) to fundamentally threaten their privileged status as uniquely qualified craftsmen. This supports the notion that although a firm’s management may seek to promote particular ‘versions’ of change, professionals construct their own meanings that may ‘deviate from those of managers’ (Sonenshein 2010: 503). For instance, while professionals aligned themselves with the firm’s ‘higher value service’ discourse, they simultaneously suppressed the firm’s demands for increased salesmanship which they saw in conflict with civic forms of professionalism (Freidson 2001). This subverted the legitimacy of professional development plans that could have helped widen IP professionals’ skillsets. 
The defensive strategy of regression was prompted by anxieties around the future, manifested in the tendency to resort to actions that had ‘provided some security in the past’ (Vince and Broussine 1996: 5). In our case, this strategy was particularly prevalent among attorneys who tended to reinforce traditional professional values such as autonomy, client care, and quality (Finn 2008b). Attorneys did at times engage with managerial and commercial discourses but this seemed more akin to a form of ‘mimicry’ (Thomas and Hewitt 2008) that payed lip service to market-based drivers while simultaneously subverting attempts to implement change (McGivern and Ferlie 2007). Contrary to other cases in the literature (Faulconbridge and Muzio 2008; Kirkpatrick and Ackroyd 2003), we did not detect a successful assimilation of managerial and commercial discourses that could have led to the challenging of traditional professional practices and/or their transformation (Abdallah, Denis and Langley 2011). Rather, attorneys appeared to be ‘stuck’ in defending their existing practices ‘in the face of external threats to their privileged position’ (Currie et al. 2012: 938). 
By drawing on the defensive strategy of projection, IP professionals assigned blame for their precarious position to external competitors, clients and their industry at large. This is consistent with others studies of defensive professionalism that have found that practitioners may project unwanted aspects of oneself (e.g. narrow skillset; fear of failure) onto others, leading to a bolstering of their own self-view (Petriglieri and Stein 2012). For instance, IP professionals projected blame onto clients for not appreciating the value of their services, thereby avoiding having to alter their practices. Similarly, fears of not being able to maintain their privileged position as a valuable service provider were projected onto external competitors who were positioned as ‘low value’ service offerings; while the increasing financialization of IP services was constructed as a ‘sell-out’ to shareholders, again diffusing IP professionals’ scope for agency and reinforcing a position of victimhood.
At an organizational level, these defensive strategies may be seen to co-produce a ‘blocked’ or ‘contested’ hybrid that emerges ‘when the inherent tensions’ between interpretations of change ‘cannot be resolved or managed’’ (Skelcher and Rathgeb Smith 2015: 442). Such tensions have been linked, primarily, to a difficulty in aligning the competing interests of various organizational stakeholders (Pache and Santos 2010). In our study, misalignment could be seen for example in the way IP attorneys’ accounts diverged from the accounts of IP practitioners in specialist and support service roles. Unlike the attorneys, the latter appeared less invested in traditional understandings of professional work and tended to interpret (managerially and commercially-driven) change in more accepting and positive terms. This divergence may have been linked to the commercially-oriented, boundary spanning nature of their roles as cross-functional service providers (Aldrich and Herker 1997; Evetts 2009). A potential further explanation is that shared service staff assumed a lower status in the firm, while attorneys represented the top of the status hierarchy due to their extensive professional training and the centrality of their practices in the industry (Bucher et al. 2016b). This is consistent with the view that ‘higher-status professionals tend to defend existing boundaries while lower status professionals strive to change them’ (Abbott 1988; Bucher et al. 2016b: 498). However, unlike in other cases of contested hybrids discussed in the literature (Lander, Heugens and van Oosterhout 2017; McMullin and Skelcher 2018; Pache and Santos 2010), the divergence in stakeholder perspectives did not manifest in productive tensions – rather; professional discourses proved too persistent and powerful to become assimilated or hybridized. 
Our second contribution is to discursive studies of professional works. Specifically, our research offers new insights into how defensive strategies may hamper and thwart the impact of commercial and managerial change discourses. Previous studies have explored the strategies employed by professions in their attempts to defend their expert status (Abbott 1988; Lawrence 2004; Suddaby and Greenwood 2005b) by (re)producing status inequalities (Finn 2008a). Our findings suggest that in IP law firms, like other professional organizations, expert-driven discourses (e.g. Lefsrud and Meyer 2012) were deeply entrenched and enacted via the continuous re-affirmation of professional values such as ‘autonomy’, ‘quality’, ‘reputation’, and ‘client care’ (e.g., Abbott 1988), enabling attorneys to defend their status quo (Currie et al. 2012). However, new skillsets driven by increasing commercial pressures to adopt technology-enabled automation and manage competition in globally operating peer-to-peer platforms, increasingly, required attorneys to act as ‘business partners’ (e.g. marketing and sales skills, business acumen) generating uncertainty and defensiveness. These tensions may have been exacerbated by the ability of IP attorneys to operate for decades in a regulated and sheltered local market with low levels of competition that in turn provided legitimacy to defensive strategies at the micro-level. In nuancing prior studies which, suggest that while defensive discursive strategies may provide professionals with short-term relief from anxieties and fears (Ahuja, Heizmann and Clegg 2019b) and temporarily mask the presence of tensions (Lewis 2000; Abdallah 2011), we demonstrate that professionals may become ‘stuck’ in defensive responses leading to a state of paralysis  (Jabarkowski, Le and Van den Ven 2013: 23). This is particularly so when there is no dialogic engagement that would allow practitioners to transcend discursive tensions (Abdallah, Denis and Langley 2011; Jabarkowski, Le and Van den Ven 2013; Olakivi and Niska 2017). Ultimately, this ‘stuckness’ may contribute to the marginalization of those professional organizations that become caught in patterns of defensive professionalism (Susskind and Susskind 2015). 
Finally, our findings have implications for understanding a number of broader theoretical issues in management and organisation studies. Recent studies of professions have begun to privilege a micro-level perspective highlighting how various forms of discursive practices and strategies impact organizational level conflict and/or collaboration (Anteby, Chan and DiBenigno 2016; Bucher et al. 2016a). Our case extends this insight by showing how defensive strategies at the micro-level may undermine organizational change discourses. In addition, by demonstrating that discourses of professionalism are increasingly enmeshed with commercial and managerial discourses, these findings also have implications for understanding the evolution of ‘new’ management occupations and the networked relations between ‘traditional’ professions and ‘new’ occupations (Heusinkveld et al. 2018).
 by showing how micro-level discursive practices constitute a form of defensive professionalism that may serve to marginalize professional organizations’ role in society (Susskind and Susskind 2015). However, this is not to say that discursive resources operate at the same level of authority; nor that organizational change discourses have deterministic power over professionals. As Alvesson and Kaerreman (2011: 1132) have argued in their more recent critical reflection on organizational discourse analysis, ‘complex organizations are not easily transformed or constructed objects for Discourses’. Rather, new discourses may be enthusiastically promoted and drawn upon in organizational self-representations, but fail to impact organizational practices at a more fundamental level (Alvesson and Svenningson 2003; Musson and Duberley 2007). Our case extends this insight by showing how defensive strategies at the micro-level can play an important role in subverting and undermining organizational change discourses. 
Firstly, there was a temporal dimension at play in that the professional discourse had shaped organizational members’ practices over an extended period of time since the firm’s founding. 
It is feasible that attorneys may have developed a more accepting response towards organizational change, if the organization had, in its past, been more effective in incentivizing attorneys to adopt more hybrid roles (McGivern et al. 2015). 
Finally, the above tensions may have been exacerbated by the broader contextual conditions that had allowed the firm to operate for decades in a sheltered local market with low levels of competition, lending legitimacy to defensive strategies at the micro-level.  
In highlighting these dynamics, our findings provide a counterpoint to studies that emphasise how professional workers’ sense-making processes help navigate organizational pressures leading to productive transformational outcomes; for instance, through the development of more hybrid forms of professionalism (Evetts 2009; Noordegraaf 2007, 2015; Reay and Hinings 2009). By contrast, our findings demonstrate that professionals may become ‘stuck’ in defensive responses (Jabarkowski, Le and Van den Ven 2013: 23), particularly when there is no dialogic engagement that would allow practitioners to transcend discursive tensions (Abdallah, Denis and Langley 2011; Jabarkowski, Le and Van den Ven 2013; Olakivi and Niska 2017). While defensive discursive strategies may provide professionals with short-term relief from anxieties and fears (Ahuja, Heizmann and Clegg 2019b) and temporarily mask the presence of tensions (Lewis 2000; Abdallah 2011), they may also lead to a state of paralysis. Ultimately, these dynamics may lead to their skillsets becoming obsolete and, more broadly, contribute to the marginalization of those professional organizations that become caught in patterns of defensive professionalism (Susskind and Susskind 2015). 
Implications for Future Research
In its identification of three defensive strategies, this study complements and extends research on defensive professionalism (Bucher et al. 2016; Currie et al. 2012; Muzio and Ackroyd 2005) by showing how defensive strategies are discursively constituted in specific contextual conditions. In doing so, oOur study offers a number of avenues for future research. 
First, while recognising the limitations of a single case study for statistical generalizability (Yin 2009), we suggest that our findings may be transferable across a number of professional and occupational groups. For instance, defensive professionalism also has significant impacts on sectors such as health care (Bucher et al. 2016b; Currie et al. 2012; McGivern and Ferlie 2007), general law (Allan, Faulconbridge and Thomas 2019; Muzio and Ackroyd 2005) and accountancy (Anderson-Gough and Grey 2000; Sikka and Willmot 1995). Organizations in these fields share many professional discourses with IP law firms, including their emphasis on professional autonomy, quality, and reputation (Abbott 1988); while also facing similar market-based pressures that threaten to disrupt the core of their operations. It may thus be interesting to adopt a discursive approach to explore variation in defensive stratgies and their impact on change implementation across different occupational groups. 
Second, our research is drawn from a mid-sized IP law firm which, while occupying a central position in the Australian marketplace, did not run global offices and operations. Consequently, studies that focus on variations between different types of professional firms (e.g., Empson 2007) warrant further attention. For instance: to what extent are the defensive patterns in our case replicated across professional firms of different size, position in the industry, location and degree of internationalization? 
Finally, while our research lends support to the view that ‘a marked process of managerialization and commercialization…in law firms’ may yet ‘prove overstated’ (Faulconbridge and Muzio 2008: 10), we did not find that professionals respond to managerial and commercial changes in ways that serve their own interests (Currie et al. 2012; Kirkpatrick and Ackroyd 2003). Rather, we suggest that – beyond its value as a short-term coping mechanism – defensive strategies may render professionals and their organizations paralysed in the face of industry disruptions. We thus require further studies that examine the extent to which defensive strategies hamper professional learning at an individual level; as well as studies that investigate how discursive tensions may be harnessed productively (Abdallah, Denis and Langley 2011) in ways that help overcome defensive professionalism. These insights could be particularly useful for other organisations facing disruptions where change discourses fail to translate into change practices (Alvesson and Svenningson 2003; Musson and Duberley 2007).
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Table 1. Research participants
	IP specialization areas 
	Number interviewed
	Participants’ role

	Life Sciences, IT, Engineering, Trade marks, Chemical, Electrical, Physics, Law


	15
	Principal attorney/ Partners

	
	2
	Senior associate attorney

	
	6
	Associate attorney

	
	10

3
	Specialist professional staff (IP valuation, IP analytics, Trademarks)
Administrative staff (filing and office management)

	
	5
	Support service staff (Finance, Marketing and Operations)

	
	41 
	Total
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