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THE CASE 
4AD is a British independent record label founded in 1980 by Ivo Watts-Russell 

and Peter Kent, financially supported by the Beggars Banquet group (currently still one 

of the world’s largest, most influential independent label groups), that used it a testing 

laboratory. Martin Mills of Beggars Banquet owned the label outright until he gave half 

his shares to Ivo. At the end of 1981, Kent stopped working with Ivo at 4AD and started 

another business. 

During the first years of existence in London, 4AD built a unique reputation 

around a roster formed by bands including the Cocteau Twins, Dead Can Dance and 

the multi-artist project This Mortal Coil. These were preceded by other projects whose 

links to the company remained ephemeral. Some of these projects, however, 

contributed to the label’s initial artistic prestige, including Nick Cave’s The Birthday 

Party, and the avant garde theatrical, Bauhaus. At some point in its early history, artwork 

became a critical identity signifier, resulting from the artistic collaboration with Vaughan 

Oliver and the v23 (23Envelope) design studio. This phase established 4AD as an 

important presence in the urban culture landscape of its time. In the late 1980s, an 

important shift occurred: 4AD started recruiting its first American artists, namely Pixies 

and Throwing Muses.  

The new American names on the catalogue not only altered the sound of 4AD, 

from its previous ethereal/atmospheric landscapes, in the direction of a more directly 

rock approach but also changed the company’s ambitions. With an increasing attention 

to the American music scene, 4AD established a second office in Los Angeles and 

started direct operations in the United States. Ivo spent increasing amounts of time in 

the American site and at some point, UK signings were only a handful. The formerly 

English label became more American – in musical imagination as well as in managerial 

practice. The recruitment of American bands started to severely shake the original 

culture of 4AD. Ivo’s imprinting started to fade away. In fact, the expansion in America 

defied the past, inscribing a new logic in 4AD. The small indie label from south London 



	

was now competing in a big continental market. To gain the necessary critical mass to 

compete in the US, 4AD joined forces with Warner. Its two-office structure was 

complicated and costly, with more structure representing more responsibility, as well as 

emergent changes.  

In the case of 4AD, artistic integrity was established by the organization’s identity; 

however, for organizational survival commercial success became vital to sustain viability 

and therefore to preserve artistic integrity itself. A big structure demanded bigger 

resources. Rather than resulting from a deliberate choice, commercial pressure imposed 

itself as an emergent intruder. In this phase, Ivo started to feel the competition between 

logics intensely: in the independent music sector, were “principles” were themselves 

part of the art vs. business, “money” – the “corrupting force” according to the alternate 

logic – was ruling the game. In fact, money, the corrupting force, was becoming more 

salient and as the organization grew more it became ever more salient, creating 

disillusionment in the founder, leading to dis-identification. The logic of a pure and purist 

community of artists became difficult to balance. 4AD, the record company, increasingly 

adopted the standard business practices of the music industry. Ivo and the company 

struggled around the issue of organizational identity, developing a love-hate relationship 

with the music industry. Ivo tried to cope with this situation by recruiting a professional 

manager.  

Trying to preserve this ethos, Ivo launched a new label, Guernica, in 1992. The 

Guernica label explicitly discouraged the possibility of growth by presenting itself as a 

one-record label i.e. it would launch only one record per project; it was not intended to 

create hits or to launch or support careers. Ivo’s Guernica foreshadowed even more 

dramatic changes in his business as personal life: he had a nervous breakdown in 1994, 

triggered by depression, fallouts with key artists and a disdain for an industry that valued 

videos and remixes over ‘pure’ and ‘unique’ ideals. In 1999 he left 4AD, finding refuge 

in New Mexico.  



	

The fact that many organizations incorporate competing institutional logics and 

the fact that they may generate paradoxical tensions is now established in the 

organizational literature. The micro-dimensions of the collision of competing logics, 

namely in terms of how individuals experience and navigate through them and how that 

influences organizational ethos and strategy is less known.  

 

The case of Ivo Watts-Russell raises a number of interesting questions: 

• Why individuals may frame competing institutional logics as competing 

paradoxical tensions?  

• What managerial tensions are associated with “l’art pour l’art” and “art as a 

business”?  

• How should a major company (Warner) could approach an individual artist 

entrepreneur to keep her/him engaged with the company in case of acquisition? 

• As consultant, what would you have advised an artist entrepreneur (Ivo) to do, 
when approached by a major company (Warner)? 

• How would you have preserved the artist entrepreneur (Ivo) influence towards 

the artistic community? 

• How could the major company (Warner) avoided the rise of such paradoxical 

tensions? Or, once surfaced, how could they had been undermined?  

 

Additional issues to be noted and incorporated in the discussion: 

• Counterintuitively, after Ivo left, 4AD’s roster grew to include names such as Bon 

Iver, The National, Scott Walker and Grimes; the overall impact of Ivo on the 

business should therefore consider both its creativity and artistic spirit and the 

relationship with other artists (eg. “fallouts with key artists”).  

• Ivo explained that after leaving 4AD he felt relaxed and off the hook, and no 

longer guilty about not being available to people whose future depended on him; 



	

in fact, he later noted that “management” should have been the “last thing on 

earth” he should ever had considered doing 

• Ivo’s discomfort is not just related to the advent of business in favor of the art 

(music) but also to the very metamorphosis that music artifacts have experienced 

during the 90s: from vinyl records with large paper-made album covers to smaller, 

plastic covered CD. Furthermore, the new forms of music distribution that were 

remaking the industry: the substitution of the LP by the CD and subsequent digital 

distribution, with the “visual component” of music being progressively threatened, 

challenging the original 4AD’s identity at the interface of “sound + vision” 

 

Useful sites:  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ivo_Watts-Russell 

Ivo Watts-Russell discusses This Mortal Coil and 23 Envelope [#Video 1] 

Ivo Watts-Russell, interviewed by Sarah Ward, 1986 [#Video 2] 

  

Useful sources: 

Cunha, M.P., Giustiniano, L., Rego, A., & Clegg, S. (2019). “Heaven or Las Vegas”: 

Competing institutional logics and individual experience. European Management 

Review, 16(3), 781-798. 

Brandl, J., & Bullinger, B. (2017). Individuals’ considerations when responding to 

competing logics: Insights from identity control theory. Journal of Management Inquiry, 

26(2), 181-192. 
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TEACHING NOTE 
 

The case offers a unique opportunity to appreciate the intertwinement between, 

business models, institutional logics, organizational artifacts and identity. Building on 

that, students can appreciate how these issues reverberate on individual attitudes and 

behaviors when organizational actors are exposed to paradoxical tensions.  

The fact that many organizations incorporate competing institutional logics and 

the fact that they may generate paradoxical tensions is now established in the 

organizational literature. The case discusses how the micro-dimensions of the collision 

of competing logics, namely in terms of how individuals experience and navigate through 

them and how that influences organizational ethos and strategy is less known. As this 

can be a topic that generates heated discussion, with attendants siding with the artist or 

the company, we encourage instructors to define some dialogue rules to ensure a 

conducive debate or to predesign some ways to synthetize the positions (e.g., by using 

world clouds – ex. Mentimenter, Kahoot, etc.).  

 

Indeed, the case can be used to illustrate: 

 

• The silent rise of the paradoxical tensions at the individual level, i.e. what 
type of internal and external tensions exist when the venture gains momentum 

and its business side starts threatening the purity of the original idea. We 

envisage students discussing the symptoms that might be detected in such 

process.  

• For Organizational theory/Organizational behavior/Impact (1) we see this 
case as an opportunity for students to understand and appreciate how things that 

are usually studied at a meta- or macro-level reflect on the micro-level 

(individuals). The instructor could also refer to similar extreme cases (i.e. the DJ 



	

star Avicii committing suicide in 2018). Can students appreciate the impact of 

institutional logics up to the level of extreme somatization?    

• For Organizational Theory/Organizational behavior/Impact (2) it illustrates 

the possibility for an individual to eventually leverage her/his agency to oppose 

the institutional logic that creates discomfort. The instructor could also refer to 

similar extreme cases (i.e. the rapper and music producer Kanye West urinating 

on his Grammy Award amid his rant about the music industry – 16 Sept 2020). 

As the complementary case illustrates, the suffering from one (dominant) logic 

could trigger opposition behaviors, rather than just the somatization of them.   

• For M&As it can be used to explore how acquirers should evaluate: the 

implication of the original identities as a constraint to the creation of a post-M&A 

one; 2) the value of the assets they buy. Students can be asked to try to 

investigate and estimate the value of 4AD without Ivo being active in business, 

as well as the trajectories for the creation of a novel organizational identity.  

• Scenario Analysis. Drawing upon the Ivo’s case, scenario analyst might 

appreciate the relevance of institutional logics (as per their impacts on the 

underlying businesses) as a moderator of the evaluation conducted by using 

solely quantitative, aggregate data. 
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