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Background & Purpose: The present study aimed to analyze the role of individual brilliance in Mohsen Aref Nezhad

reducing team effectiveness and the emergence of the Apollo Syndrome in knowledge-based
organizations using a grounded theory approach. © Authors

Methodology: This study is applied in terms of purpose and descriptive—exploratory in terms of
data collection. It was conducted using a qualitative approach based on the systematic grounded
theory methodology of Strauss and Corbin. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured
interviews with 15 senior managers, founders, and technical team leaders from knowledge-based
organizations. Sampling began purposively and continued through theoretical sampling until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were analyzed concurrently with data collection using
open, axial, and selective coding based on Strauss and Corbin’s paradigmatic model, supported
by ATLAS.ti software.

Findings: Apollo Syndrome is a multi-layered phenomenon centered on the “collapse of
collective intelligence in the context of an abundance of individual intelligence”; a situation in
which cognitive assets become their opposites through faulty interactions. Causal conditions
include extreme cognitive hemophilia, the intellectual property paradox, and intergenerational
disconnection. Contextual conditions (legacy of previous cooperation or conflict and intellectual
property regime) and intervening factors (contradictory team maturity and stakeholder pressure
for immediate results) moderate this trajectory. The final model shows that this cycle is
perpetuated in the Iranian context with faulty strategies such as the sanctification of individual
expertise, leading to the silent exit of knowledge, the decline in the quality of strategic decision-
making, and the regression of innovation.
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From Individual Genius to Collective Paralysis: The Formation of
Apollo Syndrome in Knowledge-Based Organizations

Extended Abstract

Background & Purpose

Knowledge-based organizations, despite having highly skilled and creative employees, do not
always succeed in transforming individual capabilities into collective performance. One
phenomenon that helps explain this issue is the Apollo Syndrome, a situation in which teams
composed of highly talented individuals experience internal competition, destructive conflicts,
reduced trust, and poor decision-making instead of synergy and innovation. Despite existing
studies on team roles, groupthink, and psychological safety, a comprehensive explanation of
the process through which this phenomenon emerges and the interaction of individual, team,
and organizational factors remains lacking. Furthermore, an in-depth examination of this
process within knowledge-based organizations has received limited attention. Therefore, this
study aims to develop a process-oriented and context-sensitive model of Apollo Syndrome
formation in specialized teams within knowledge-based organizations using grounded theory.
It seeks to identify the contributing factors, contextual conditions, strategies, and
consequences of this phenomenon. The findings are expected to contribute to the development
of organizational behavior knowledge and provide a basis for improving team collaboration,

decision-making quality, and innovation performance in knowledge-based organizations.

Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative approach based on Strauss and Corbin’s systematic grounded
theory to develop a paradigmatic model explaining the formation of the Apollo Syndrome in
knowledge-based organizations. The study was applied in purpose and descriptive-exploratory
in design. Participants included 15 experts, senior managers, founders, technical team leaders,
and research and development managers with direct experience in managing specialized teams
and innovation projects. Participants were initially selected through purposive sampling,
followed by theoretical sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were
collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews and analyzed using constant
comparative analysis. The analysis involved open, axial, and selective coding to identify the
causal conditions, central phenomenon, contextual and intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences. ATLAS.ti software was used to support data analysis. Trustworthiness was
enhanced through participant checking, peer review, continuous comparison, and
documentation of analytical decisions. Inter-coder reliability was assessed using Cohen’s
kappa, yielding a coefficient of 0.815, indicating a high level of agreement between coders.

Findings
The findings revealed that Apollo Syndrome in elite teams within Iranian knowledge-based
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organizations is a dynamic, multidimensional, and context-dependent phenomenon arising
from the interaction of cognitive, social, cultural, structural, and managerial factors. The core
phenomenon was identified as the “collapse of collective intelligence amid an abundance of
individual intelligence.” The findings indicate that high individual capabilities do not
necessarily lead to superior team performance. Instead, excessive cognitive similarity,
destructive ego-driven feedback, unhealthy competition, knowledge hoarding, intellectual
property conflicts, weakened team identity, and inadequate leadership can undermine trust,
collaboration, learning, and innovation.

intensify competition among highly capable individuals who seek to maintain their
professional superiority. This competition may encourage knowledge concealment, reduce
information sharing, and transform intellectual property from a collective resource into a
source of individual rivalry. Similarly, the dominance of professional identity over team
identity can weaken social cohesion, while intergenerational divisions may create
communication barriers and differences in expectations among team members. External
stakeholder pressure for immediate results and organizational reward systems that emphasize
individual achievement can further intensify these dynamics.

The findings further suggest that excessive cognitive homophily can intensify competition
among highly capable individuals who seek to maintain their professional superiority. This
competition may encourage knowledge concealment, reduce information sharing, and
transform intellectual property from a collective resource into a source of individual rivalry.
Similarly, the dominance of professional identity over team identity can weaken social
cohesion, while intergenerational divisions may create communication barriers and differences
in expectations among team members. External stakeholder pressure for immediate results and
organizational reward systems that emphasize individual achievement can further intensify
these dynamics.

The analysis also identified the importance of leadership and communication patterns in
either reinforcing or mitigating Apollo Syndrome. Leadership approaches that balance
individual autonomy with collective responsibility, encourage constructive disagreement, and
support psychological safety can facilitate knowledge exchange and collaborative problem-
solving. Conversely, ineffective leadership and destructive feedback may reinforce distrust,
cognitive exhaustion, and disengagement. The findings indicate that these factors interact
continuously rather than operate independently, creating feedback loops that can gradually
weaken collective intelligence.

The resulting paradigmatic model integrates causal, contextual, and intervening
conditions, strategies, and consequences, extending existing explanations based on team roles,
social comparison, social identity, and social capital theories. Ultimately, Apollo Syndrome
was associated with silent knowledge withdrawal, cognitive exhaustion, reduced innovation,
and declining team effectiveness. These findings highlight that the central challenge facing
knowledge-based organizations is not attracting talented individuals alone, but creating
organizational conditions that enable their expertise to generate collective value.
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Conclusion

This study developed a grounded theory model explaining the formation of Apollo Syndrome
in specialized teams within Iranian knowledge-based organizations. The findings demonstrate
that the syndrome does not result simply from the presence of highly talented individuals but
from the organization's inability to manage their cognitive and social interactions effectively.
By conceptualizing Apollo Syndrome as a dynamic, multidimensional, and context-dependent
process, the study contributes to a more integrated understanding of how individual
intellectual capital can become collective underperformance. Practically, organizations can
help prevent this phenomenon by redesigning reward systems to encourage collective
achievement, promoting psychological safety, introducing rotating devil’s advocate roles in
team discussions, and implementing coaching programs to address cognitive biases and
destructive interaction patterns. These measures may help transform individual expertise into

collective intelligence, sustainable innovation, and improved organizational performance.

Keywords: Apollo syndrome, Belbin, Individual genius, Collective paralysis, Knowledge-based
organizations.
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. Collapse of Collective Intelligence amid Abundant Individual Intelligence
. Cognitive Participation Asymmetry

. Cognitive Homophily

. False Consensus Effect

. Intellectual Property Paradox

. Expertise Entrenchment

. Ego-Driven Destructive Feedback

. Intergenerational Team Divide

9. Paradoxical Leadership

10. Error Management Climate

11. Energy-Based Communication Pattern

12. Paradoxical Team Maturity

13. External Stakeholder Pressure for Immediate Results
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. Talent Pool Accessibility

. Intellectual Property Regime

. Ecosystem Competitive Configuration

. Legacy of Prior Collaboration or Conflict
. Collective Wisdom-Oriented Reward Redesign
. Rotating Devil's Advocate

. Periodic Project Leadership Rotation

. Team Cognitive Bias Coaching

9. Silent Knowledge Loss

10. Self-Imposed Talent Isolation

11. Cognitive Burnout of High Performers
12. Decline in Strategic Decision Quality
13. Innovation Regression
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