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Strategy as practice?
Chris Carter University of St Andrews, UK

Stewart R. Clegg University of Technology, Sydney, Australia

Martin Kornberger University of St Andrews, UK, and University of Technology,

Sydney, Australia

Introduction

Strategy is supposed to lead an organization through changes and shifts to
secure its future growth and sustainable success, and it has become the master con-
cept with which to address CEOs of contemporary organizations and their
senior managers. Its talismanic importance can hardly be overstated. Thus,
strategic management is increasingly understood as the task of the top manage-
ment team. While seminal works on strategy bear the imprint of modernist
rationality (Ansoff, 1965; Porter, 1980), there have been numerous contribu-
tions to the strategy literature that can be characterized as more reflexive and
critical (e.g. Clegg et al., 2004). More expressly sociological in nature, they have
placed emphasis on, inter alia, how power and politics shape the strategies that
emerge (Mintzberg, 1987; Pettigrew, 1985); the strategic choices made (Child,
1972); the language games that constitute strategy (Barry and Elmes, 1997); as
well as how strategy is best understood through interpretative approaches
(Schwenk, 1989), structuration theory (Whittington, 1992) or epistemology
(Knights and Morgan, 1991). Such works set out an alternative to the neat
assumptions of ubiquitous rationality underpinning orthodox strategy.

Most recently, the so-called strategy as practice approach has claimed to
integrate earlier epistemologically and ontologically more reflexive positions
into a new orthodoxy. The new approach is one that is very much couched in
European characters ( Jarzabkowski, 2003, 2004; Samra-Fredericks, 2003;
Whittington, 1996, 2002, 2003, 2004), and is clearly to be understood as a
systematic critique of orthodox, hegemonic, and mainly North American, or
North American-inspired, strategy research.

In this essay, we seek to advance the current debate in the field of strategy in
several respects: first, we discuss the intellectual genesis of the strategy as practice
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approach and describe its institutionalization. Second, we examine critically the
extent to which the strategy as practice approach has advanced our understand-
ing of strategizing and organizing. Finally, we introduce a perspective that
makes strategy more critical. Building on performative, symbolic, processual
and critical theory, such an approach is sociologically and philosophically more
robust than the ‘first wave’ of the strategy as practice literature.1 Our ambition
is to open up the research agenda of strategists to offer a more reflexive and crit-
ical perspective on the phenomenon. We write in the spirit of ‘friendship’, in the
terms Townley (1994) outlined as a critical attitude based on genuine respect
and profound appreciation of the criticized work, yet characterized by a reluc-
tance to sanctify any conventional wisdom.

Institutionalization of the strategy as practice approach

In February 2001, a group of about 50 researchers convened at the EIASM
(European Institute for Advanced Studies in Management) in Brussels, attending a
workshop organized by Gerry Johnson, Leif Melin and Richard Whittington, to
discuss development in strategy’s micro-processes. The output of the conference
resulted in a special issue of the Journal of Management Studies (Johnson et al., 2003)
and, perhaps more significantly, started a conversation about the need for a more
practice-based approach to strategy making. In the following years, an ‘action net’,
to use Barbara Czarniawska’s (2002) felicitous phrase, has been constructed that has
led to the emergence and partial institutionalization of a ‘strategy as practice’ group.

In its short history, the strategy as practice movement has institutionalized
itself quickly and effectively. As the official website www.strategy-as-practice.org
states:

Strategy as Practice is a community of scholars interested in the practice of strategy.
. . . What we are agreed on is the importance of a focus on the processes and prac-
tices constituting the everyday activities of organizational life and relating to strate-
gic outcomes, if we are to move our field forward.

At the time of writing, it seems apparent that the ‘new strategists’ are mov-
ing from institutionalization to consolidation: a special issue of Human
Relations (Vol. 60, No. 1, 2007) on ‘Strategizing: The Challenges of a Practice
Perspective’, guest edited by Julia Balogun, Paula Jarzabkowski and David Seidl
has just appeared. The geographical distinction is preserved – all contributions
are from European-based authors. At the core of this new approach, as the use
of ‘strategizing’ (interestingly, for such a European approach, the gerund of the
intransitive North American English verb ‘to strategize’) might suggest, is a con-
cern about what strategic actors actually do and the kinds of activities they do
when they strategize (Hendry, 2000; Jarzabkowski, 2003; Johnson et al., 2003;
Whittington, 1996, 2002). The practice-based approach investigates the nitty-
gritty of strategy formation – the routines of budgeting, the expenditure meetings,

84 STRATEGIC  ORGANIZAT ION 6(1 )

087154_SOQ_83-100.qxd  29/1/08  4:35 PM  Page 84

 © 2008 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 by on February 27, 2008 http://soq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://soq.sagepub.com


the reports and presentations, etc. – through focusing on ‘praxis, practitioners
and practices’ (Whittington, 2003). As Johnson et al. (2003: 14) argue, it is
‘time to shift the strategy research agenda towards the micro’.

That such an approach may seem novel probably tells the reader more
about the restricted state of the knowledge communities typically indexed in
strategy studies than it does about what strategists do, for similar insights were
current in organization sociology from the early 1970s onwards (e.g. Clegg, 1975;
Silverman and Jones, 1976). Forty years after Garfinkel, strategy as practice
advocates a practical ethnomethodology of organizational life (Garfinkel,
1967). It does so with all the aplomb of a colonialist newly ‘discovering’ an
already peopled continent, for whose existing inhabitants scant regard is given
as intrepid explorers gaze on what appears as if it were, essentially, terra nullus.
Nonetheless, according to Whittington (2004), the innovation of the strategy as
practice framework is to treat strategy as an important social practice – as some-
thing that organization members do – that requires serious analysis. For mem-
bers of the strategy as practice knowledge community, ‘the practice label can
give coherence to a range of existing streams of research’ (Whittington, 1996:
734) that can be put to work to improve the conduct of strategy. Aligned with
this research agenda, Whittington and his colleagues (Whittington et al., 2003)
also highlight a concern with heightening levels of reflexivity among strategists,
embarking on a programme of reform of strategy among the practitioner and
academic community (Cummings, 2003). Before we analyse the intellectual
pedigree of the strategy as practice approach, we turn briefly to the institution-
alized practices of its theorists and ask, ‘how is it possible that they do the kind
of work that they do?’

A disciplined community of scholars, they convene tracks at major confer-
ences, edit special issues in journals, publish continuously under the common
banner of strategy as practice and invite scholars to become ‘official’ members of
the movement. Simultaneously, while, in the past, there had been some contri-
butions to strategy from a sociological/organizational perspective, such as the
work of Peter Clark (2000), they remain lone contributions rather than being
acknowledged as the basis for the intellectual movement constructing the action
net. In so doing, the movement has been extraordinarily successful in con-
structing and establishing a field. Through enrolling institutions and scholars to
its actor network, it has gained credibility and legitimacy. However, institution-
alization comes at a price: as institutional theory suggests, the processes of insti-
tutionalization give rise to ceremonialism, in which a certain form of rationality
and coherence is promoted while at the same time allowing for its interpretive
glossing (Garfinkel, 1967; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Moreover, the strategy as
practice approach displays a high degree of ambiguity, which is undoubtedly
useful for creating a loosely coupled network of actions, ideas and people with
different agendas. Indeed, as we know from theories addressing management
fashion, a certain degree of ambiguity is necessary to maintain the flexibility of
locally meaningful interpretations in changing contexts. However, the very
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ambiguity that helped to institutionalize the strategy as practice approach
might, at the same time, hinder its theoretical advancement, as improbable
glosses accumulate. In the next section, we set out to develop a critical perspec-
tive on the strategy as practice approach.2 First, we examine critically the
approach’s relation to the concept of strategy; second, we scrutinize the concept
of practice as developed in the literature.

Revising strategy as practice: a critique

The concept of ‘strategy’ in the strategy as practice approach

Comparing mainstream research in strategy with the practice approach, we can
see that both utilize a similar notion of strategy. The notion of strategy devel-
oped by the strategy as practice approach depicts strategy as an activity: ‘strategy’
is not only an attribute of firms but also an activity undertaken by people.
Strategy is something people do (Jarzabkowski, 2004: 529). However, in the
empirical analysis of strategy as practice, strategy becomes somehow reified; for
instance, Jarzabkowski (2003: 41) writes: ‘The strategic planning cycle is a
powerful practice for distributing an increasingly consistent interpretation of
desirable strategic activity based upon accountability and financial viability.’
Taking the claim that strategy should be treated more as a verb than a noun, it
is rather strange to hear precisely what Igor Ansoff would have said several
decades ago – that planning cycles are a powerful practice because they fix
direction – albeit that it was couched in noun-terms.

A close reading reveals a somewhat naive concept of strategy. Jarzabkowski’s
(2003: 35) empirical study focuses on the strategic achievement of the balance
that universities attain when they ‘gain “strength” through strong leadership
combined with excellent performance in research ranking and income-generation,
so maintaining power in their relationships with the centre’. Such a description
of power balances is based on traditional strategy themes, including strong lead-
ership and excellent performance, coupled with a resource-dependence perspec-
tive familiar from Salancik and Pfeffer’s (1974) university study. One could
argue that while these themes may play an important role in strategizing, there
are other obligatory points of passage through which strategy is played out in
practice. For Jarzabkowski, the:

key strategic practices are identified as those formal operating procedures involved
in the direction setting, resource allocation, and monitoring and control. While
these are not the only practices from which strategic action is constructed, they are
theoretically valid within the strategic management literature and are innately
‘practical’ being concerned with the doing of strategy. (Jarzabkowski, 2003: 23)

Again, direction setting, resource allocation, and monitoring and control resemble
Fayol’s management principles; strategizing as a verb would surely encompass
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other, more ‘grey’ (Foucault, 1984, referring to Nietzsche) areas that remain
unexplored in current approaches and which frame the labour of strategizing.

Relationship with orthodox strategy
The strategy as practice approach has an ambiguous relationship with more
conservative notions of strategy. For instance, Johnson et al. (2003: 6) regard
the resource-based view (RBV) as particularly relevant. They argue that their
micro-perspective is able to improve on some of these weaknesses of RBV
through ‘the value generated’ by looking closely at ‘the seeming minutiae of
organizations, at the periphery as well as the centre’ (Johnson et al., 2003: 6).
The fondness for RBV is curious. RBV bears the imprint of its industrial eco-
nomics origins, and, while it is unclear what it has to offer strategy as practice,
the intellectual straitjacket it places on the intellectual development of the new
perspective is very clear. Paradigmatically speaking, the alliance with RBV
makes no sense at all. That this is so is evident from work by David Knights
(2002), which challenges strategy thinkers to break away from extant economic
metaphors that condemn us to very limited and particular conversations (see
also Czarniawska, 2005).

Whereas the references to RVB remain unclear, it is interesting to note that
consideration of key strategists, such as Mintzberg, are absent from the strategy
as practice debate. Considering his work on practice and strategy, one has to
wonder about this silence. For instance, Johnson et al. (2003: 14) argue ‘our
position is distinct in that it comes at the enduring issues of strategy from the
bottom up’. Such an approach to strategy as bottom-up is clearly linked to
Mintzberg’s work on emerging strategy.

The conservatism of strategy as practice
For Whittington (2004: 63), ‘strategy as practice enables both illumination of a
significant phenomenon that has hitherto been obscure and improvement of
something in which people personally, and society in general, have a great deal at
stake’. Following this reflexive approach, strategy as practice concerns both man-
agers who strategize and those whose possible field of action might be governed
by those strategies. However, most publications in the strategy as practice area
start from premises that share a more managerial perspective. For instance,
Johnson et al. (2003: 12) argue that ‘the challenge for an activity based view
will be to transform descriptive contributions into more helpful models of
managing’. Based on questions like ‘just what do managers have to do to make a
difference and what is their impact? What works for them and what does not
work?’ (Johnson et al., 2003: 16), the strategy as practice approach remains
within the tradition of mainstream, functional research. In fact, Johnson and his
colleagues argue that a major justification for the strategy as practice approach
is that managers are ‘more demanding in terms of their expectations from busi-
ness schools’ (Johnson et al., 2003: 5) than was the case at the outset of the strat-
egy discourse. Therefore, there is a ‘strong instrumental reason’ for the strategy as
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practice approach: it makes more sense to practitioners than the older approaches.
Thus, the deliverables of the old and the new approach are the same – they claim
to help managers manage better.

Not surprisingly, strategy as practice focuses on top management teams as the
locus of strategizing. For instance, Jarzabkowski (2003: 31) argues: ‘The central
analytic question examined how top teams do strategy in UK universities’, not
how it is possible that they do what it is they do, nor what constitutes these ‘top
teams’ and allows them to call their activities strategic. From an epistemological
point of view, the strategy as practice approach seems to resemble a crude version
of positivism that understands practice as being ‘closer’ to reality and delivering a
‘more accurate’ description of the real world. For Johnson et al. (2003: 13, 15),
the ‘research agenda matches the lived world of organizational actors’ aiming to
‘build theories with greater leverage in the real world’. The questions that Johnson
et al. (2003: 12) envisage being solved include: ‘does it really help managers in
their daily strategizing activities – for instance, how to run a strategy meeting or
engage in everyday strategic debate in a convincing and motivating manner?’ This
preoccupation with the ‘real’ (as opposed to the ‘unreal’?) demonstrates the
approach’s closeness to functionalism. Intentionally or not, the strategy as practice
approach positions itself as a problem-solving tool for managerial elites. It does
not emphasize the ways in which outsiders, renegades and strangers might influ-
ence strategy in practice (see, for instance, Hamel, 1996).

The concept of ‘practice’ in the strategy as practice approach

The strategy as practice approach claims to open up a new view on strategy by
engaging with the making of strategy as an outcome fashioned out of the doing
of detailed work. It trades off an unease regarding the difference between the
existing theory of what people do and what, really, people actually do. In so
doing, the practice approach follows (without referencing) organizational theory
that has been analysing what it is that managers actually do when they manage,
for some considerable time. We have already referred to the ethnomethodological
auspices of any concern with practice, in research such as Garfinkel (1967) or,
in organization theory, Silverman and Jones (1976). But there are more main-
stream auspices as well; for example, Lindblom (1968) analysed managerial
behaviour as muddling through. Starbuck (1983) found a gap between talk,
action and decision in organizations, showing that on a practice level managers
actually do different things than on a discursive level. Brunsson (1985) identi-
fied the useful needs of this gap for the practice of organizational hypocrisy.
Mintzberg (1973) studied the daily routines of five managers and found that
their roles were far more fragmented in practice than theories of rational behav-
iour would suggest. These researchers looked, implicitly or explicitly, at prac-
tices. In this respect, the practice approach has a long tradition it could draw
upon. However, currently, the claim for newness hinders a deeper engagement
with this body of literature. As we argue, the strategy as practice approach could
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improve its concept of practice significantly by situating and differentiating
itself from this literature.

What is practice?
Analysing the strategy as practice literature, it becomes evident that the concept
of practice is not clearly defined. For instance, in her 2004 article, Jarzabkowski
differentiates between practice and practices: ‘Practice is the actual activity,
events, or work of strategy, while practices are those traditions, norms, rules and
routines through which the work of strategy is constructed’ (Jarzabkowski,
2004: 545). In so doing, practice looks similar to action whereas practices
become the formal procedures of organizations. Beside the rather confusing fact
that the singular and the plural of the word practice mean different things, prac-
tice is modelled according to the agency and structure issue. Therefore,
Jarzabkowski identifies two key themes from structuration theory: recursiveness
and adaptation. Adding to the theoretical melange, Jarzabkowski (2004) draws
on three additional theories to understand practice, including habitus, social
becoming and communities of practice. Jarzabkowski (2004: 531) then argues
that practice is a ‘particular type of self reinforcing learning akin to single loop
or exploitative learning theories’. In order to become a ‘practice’, some action
needs to resemble a routine: ‘The term “practice” implies repetitive performance
in order to become practised; that is, to attain recurrent, habitual, or routinized
accomplishments of particular actions’ (Jarzabkowski, 2004: 531). Practice
explains how agency and structure are linked with each other: ‘interaction
between agents and socially produced structures occurs through recursively sit-
uated practices that form part of daily routines’ (Jarzabkowski, 2004: 531). At
the same time, practice is responsible for change and adaptation: ‘Changing
practice is carried out within micro-contexts in interaction with macro-
contexts. There is thus an ongoing process of social becoming that is realized
through a chain of social events, or practice’ (Jarzabkowski, 2004: 535). While
some practice resembles routines, it can also be a non-routinized becoming that
is enacted in singular, non-reoccurring events. Therefore, the key concept of
practice is defined in a contradictory and confusing way: practice can mean
anything: from routine, to event, from becoming, to structuration theory, from
learning in macro-contexts, and thus, in the process (or one might say ‘prac-
tice’), becoming a concept that can explain almost everything. One talismanic
category – of strategy – is replaced with another – of practice.

In practice, the theorizing is somewhat promiscuous. Jarzabkowski (2004)
links the strategy as practice approach back to the resource-based view of the firm.
As she puts it, the ‘concept of localized practice is present in the resource-based
view (RBV), which posits that localized and hence distinctive strategic contexts
are value creating’ (Jarzabkowski, 2004: 537). One paragraph later, Jarzabkowski
links practice to dynamic capability theory (Teece et al., 1997). For her, the
concept of ‘new resource configuration’ equals adaptive practice. Moreover, the
concept of practice is also the appropriate solution for organizations in
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competitive environments: ‘While recursive forms of practice may be appropri-
ate under stable competition, hyper competitive markets characterized by
disruptive technologies and high product obsolescence require continuous
adaptation in order to create new markets’ (Jarzabkowski, 2004: 542). Finally,
when Jarzabkowski (2004: 547) discusses the ‘adoption of a practice’ by firms,
practice is understood as a commodity (TQM, for instance) that can be trans-
ferred from one to the other company.

While none of the foregoing definitions is wrong per se, we argue that they
are incompatible when put together. Rather than deriving a sophisticated prac-
tice concept from social theorists such as Garfinkel (1967), Foucault (1977) or
Bourdieu (2002), the strategy as practice approach has adopted an unclear and
contradictory definition of practice. In fact, practice can mean a myriad of
things including events, routines, rules, or simply ‘being closer to reality’ and
‘being more practical’.

Process or practice?
The ambiguity of the practice concept becomes problematic when one com-
pares it with earlier process-based analyses of strategy. Whittington (1996: 732)
states that ‘since the 1980s process researchers have been exploring how organi-
zations come first to recognize the need for strategic change and then actually to
achieve it … the practice approach draws on many insights of the process
school, but returns to the managerial level, concerned with how strategists
“strategize”’. Andrew Pettigrew (1985, 1997) was pivotal in developing the
processual perspective, most notably through his seminal study of strategic
change at ICI. However, as Johnson et al. (2003: 13) argue, ‘the agenda for the
micro strategy and strategizing perspective is set by the limitations against
which the process tradition has run’. As they argue the case, the relationship
between practice and process must be imagined as follows: quoting Brown and
Duguid (2000), ‘practice is what is inside the process’ (Johnson et al., 2003:
11). Leaving aside the methodological challenges involved in observing a prac-
tice inside a process, the critique of the practice approach is that the ‘process lit-
erature is still insufficiently sensitive to the micro’ (Johnson et al., 2003: 5). It
does not go far enough into the ‘black box’ of strategizing. The ‘new’ approach
‘should get much closer to the detailed activities that go on inside organizational
processes’ (Johnson et al., 2003: 13), meaning that ‘we need to get off our veran-
das and get a good deal closer to the actual work that makes up the organizational
systems and processes of the process tradition’ (Johnson et al., 2003: 12).

From our perspective, there are three issues with this approach. First, theo-
retically, the concepts of process and practice are used interchangeably. For
instance, in the same paper, Johnson et al. (2003: 3) argue for an ‘activity-based
view of strategy that focuses on the detailed processes and practices which con-
stitute the day to day activities of organizational life and which relate to strate-
gic outcomes’. Second, one could question whether the empirical research done
by strategy as practice scholars has so far developed new insights into the work
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of strategizing as practice. For instance, Jarzabkowski’s (2003) analysis of strat-
egy as practice at Warwick University does not offer any detailed explanations of
the actual practice of strategy. She focuses on the top management team, instead
of analysing the doubtless more complex network of actors, mediators and
translators involved in strategy as practice. Also, there is no mention of artefacts
or details of the actual practice of strategy making. Moreover, the focus of the
research is on formal procedures rather than on emerging or spontaneous initia-
tives. In fact, the organization is presented as a perfectly running machine since
the ‘analysis of actions from 1992 to 1998 indicates that they are consistent
with the plan’ (Jarzabkowski, 2003: 35). Given the interest in the ‘micro’ aspects
of everyday organizational life, such a statement can barely pass as an analysis of
practices. In fact, even an economist would allow reality to diverge from plans
over a six-year period. Third, in their comparison of processual research with
the strategy as practice approach, Ezzamel and Willmott (2004) highlight key
differences in their treatment of power and politics. Rather than viewing the
strategy as practice approach as a development of earlier processual work, they
describe it as a regressive movement. Their rationale is that the processual view
was sensitive to issues of power and politics, whereas by descending into the
detail of managerial techniques, the strategy as practice approach lost its capacity
to analyse power as effectively. Such an analysis requires attention to the inter-
section of power practices with specific forms of knowledge shaping organiza-
tional relations and techniques, as Clegg et al. (2006) argue.

Discussion: making strategy critical

Doing strategy

As we have criticized, the strategy as practice approach does not use the practice
concept to its full extent. As seen in some accounts, practice seems to mean
‘being closer to reality’ or ‘being more readily applicable’; in others, practice is
understood in the Mintzbergian sense of ‘what people actually do when they
strategize’. Building on contemporary practice philosophy, especially the work
of Paul Veyne, we suggest a philosophically and sociologically challenging
notion of both strategy and practice. We do so in the hope that our discussion
will advance understanding of strategizing and organizing.

In Veyne’s (1997: 153) view, practice ‘is not some mysterious agency, some
substratum of history, some hidden engine; it is what people do (the word says
just what it means)’. He implies that we should not judge people according to
their ideologies. It is deeds rather than words that matter most when the two
diverge. We should not use terms that, from a recent perspective, might appear
to be seemingly eternal, such as the state, the manager, the market, etc., for these
are ‘notions that trivialize the originality of successive practices and render it
anachronistic’ (Veyne, 1997: 154). Rather, Veyne suggests that an object is only
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the correlative of a practice. Following this perspective, the object is explained by
what went into its making, and not the other way round (that the object explains
its making). The object we assume to observe is a reaction, a result of an assem-
blage of practices; only the process of objectifying and reifying these practices has
led to what we think of as objects (see also Chia, 1996).

Veyne suggests turning our thinking upside down. Think of strategy: we
know that some companies do well without them, that some strategies emerge,
while others are implemented top down. The object ‘strategy’ does not exist as
starting point: only the practices associated with the word make us believe that
strategy is a ‘thing’ that can be observed, crafted and managed in departments,
whereas it is, in fact, only a projection of possible practices – practices that
might differ and change fundamentally from one setting of strategy to another.
The problem is starting with the object ‘strategy’ and trying to explain how it
got manufactured; rather, we should forget (for a moment, at least) the word
strategy and see which practices produce endurable or recurring events that
eventually turn into ‘things’ or ‘events’ that are then addressed as ‘strategy’.

Hence, we have good reason to assume that strategy does not exist indepen-
dently of a set of practices that form its base. In fact, strategy might happen in
different departments, in different circumstances and different contexts; how-
ever, only a small percentage of actions that occur will be called ‘strategic’ because
they revolve around a set of practices that constitute what is formally acknowl-
edged to be strategy. From this perspective, a strategy as practice approach would
research those practices that constitute the object of ‘strategy’. Key questions
would include: which routines make an action or an event strategic? What arte-
facts and symbols are involved in the creation and legitimization of strategy?
Which performative language games are deployed in the creation of strategy?
Moreover, such an approach would not assume given subjects, called ‘strategists’,
were necessarily the authors of strategy. Rather, it is the practices and rituals of
strategy making that might constitute a person as a strategist. Mastering a certain
language, tools and habitus might allow a person to position her- or himself as
having the status of ‘a strategist’ ascribed to them. Hence, a practice approach
might help us to understand what constitutes a strategist as a subject (and not
assume top management to be strategists a priori).

These questions open up the field of strategy research: strategy only exists as
an object constituted by a certain practice; however, the practice itself is not a
priori or beforehand strategic in any respect (Veyne, 1997: 167). Only after the
fact, for instance, can we recognize the strategic folly of Easter Islanders in
allowing their island to be denuded of trees, either through their agency or that
of the rats that they inadvertently introduced to the island – there is some dis-
pute as to whose agency it was – or of mediaeval Norse folk insisting on grazing
cows in a habitat, Greenland, that was unsuited to them (Diamond, 1998).
These practices were strategic – they caused each society to collapse – but were
not regarded so at the time because the practices that inscribed these actions
were deeply, culturally mundane.
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Opening up strategy

The field of strategy as practice research needs opening up to other areas that are
not yet interlinked with it. For instance, studies of power and strategy would
advance our understanding of the practice perspective. In this respect, writers
such as Machiavelli could be read as anthropologies of power conceived as strat-
egy (e.g. Clegg, 1989), or we could return to Clausewitz, who needs to be rein-
terpreted as a master technician of strategy. From their perspective, strategy
would be a practice that focuses on the forming of coalitions, on the control of
obligatory points of passage, the capturing of the right rhetorical tone, the
building of convincing discursive scenarios and so on. From this perspective,
the apparent rationality behind strategy can be seen as an instrument used to
create legitimacy that uses rationality as a facade and ceremony (Meyer and
Rowan, 1977), offering organized space for hypocrisy (Brunsson, 1985).
Strategy would become indistinguishable from accounts of it, such that its prac-
tice would be akin to Flyvbjerg’s (2001) notion of authorities rationalizing par-
ticular versions of rationality as what was done in the name of strategy. Bearing
the name of strategy, a particular form of rationality gets made up; one that is
very good at rationalizing and sanctioning itself in the name of the ‘bigger pic-
ture’, the ‘mission’, ‘the future’ and other heroic images.

Sometimes that which is left unsaid is more important than that which is
carefully articulated. The silences of strategy speak from the words it doesn’t pro-
nounce as much as those it does. The silences and gaps in a discourse are signifi-
cant to its understanding. These indicate the unconscious of the discourse, insofar
as it possesses one, an unconscious in which the play of history beyond its edges
may be seen. The unconsciousness of the discourse of strategy as practice consti-
tutes the silences of everyday organizational life: the non-issues, non-decision
making, the exclusions from the agenda, the overlooked and un-noted actors, acts
and omissions, those things that are strategically unthinkable: telling the truth
about the pollution ‘externalities’ of present practices rather than lobbying for
looser regulation; being honest about the health risks to children and young peo-
ple who eat food products that are heavily promoted and heavily saturated with
trans-fats; or admitting that the dream machine of the moment is a heavily expen-
sive gas-guzzling SUV with an unstable centre of gravity, and a greater propensity
to kill pedestrians in whose way it gets and do greater damage to smaller vehicles.

Strategy relations display symbolic manifestations that order the dominant
symbols of the organization, generating a system of highly visible distinctions
and discriminations that stratify the availability and appropriateness of the
available discourses. Such a symbolic order is never stable or fixed but an effect
of previous and current power relations and competitions in which actors seek
to define their strategy. Hence an analysis of the symbols, artefacts and language of
strategy would be critical to understanding strategy as practice. Knowledge
is always contested and reality is something known only through knowledge of it –
hence, as Z

v
izvek (2005: 271) says, ‘there is no transcendental Signified; so-called
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reality is a discursive construct; every given identity, including that of a subject,
is an effect of contingent differential relations’. Strategies are an effect of the play
of contingent discursive possibilities, the signification of which is not fixed in
advance because all of its possible terms are relational. It is the play of differ-
ences that is important.

Strategy is always a work in process; the indetermination of strategies,
however, is a piece of social construction that takes place in an already struc-
tured space of significations, privileges and practices. Not only officially formu-
lated strategists have strategies. Strategy is more properly conceived as a
discourse in which some voices may not be attended to for some time, but
which can, if insistent and well organized, make it on to the agenda. The best
example of this is the way that the ecological critique of global warming now
shapes many major corporations’ strategies. Our point is that what is formu-
lated as strategy in official formal terms needs to be seen, analytically, by
researchers, in terms of the possible range of strategies – both those that
emanate from official formulations and those that derive from unofficial glosses
on these formulations.3 Analysing strategy is not merely reporting what it is that
is done but also what is not done in terms of the constitution of issues for the
agenda. To not do this is merely to report what strategy is – rather than analyse
how its distinctiveness is defined in a world of possibilities.

Thus, strategy conceived in research terms as practices that focus solely on
that which strategists said and did will miss the strategic spaces within which
strategy is constituted. What is necessary is to explore not only what is done but
what is not done, that which is not practised, that which is not said, using exter-
nal stakeholder articulations as signs of what might be but is not. Especially
useful here will be those stakeholders that deliberately take an oppositional
stance to existing strategy: the eco-warriors, the NGOs and so on. It is from
these stakeholders that strategic innovations will emerge.

Researchers should capture the strategic contra-suggestions of activist stake-
holders and expose them to the official strategists; record their responses in
order to capture the official line, and then feed them back to the dissident stake-
holders for further comment. In this way, the silences, the non-issues, the non-
decisions and the non-agendas can be raised to a matter of practice. Hatch and
Schultz (2002) are suggestive of a highly dynamic process, linking the organiza-
tion’s strategy (official images), as it is socially constructed by strategists and the
top management team, with images of that strategy constructed by others
(stakeholders’ images). Their model seeks to represent the complexity of these
processes, in terms of the numerous interactions that transpire, as more parties
are brought into the organizational strategy conversation in the interrogative
and continuous process that the researcher makes. An interplay is set up
between the official voices of the organization and its stakeholders, which can
be made as interactive as the researcher wishes to make it. Research traces the
path by which emergent understandings and expressions of the organization’s
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strategy and its meaning(s) and multiple interpretations are constructed and
engaged by different communities of practice interested in the strategy process.
The researcher becomes an aide to polyphony and the creative – and sometimes
acrimonious – conversations that can ensue, while piling up deeply layered and
Geertzian (1973) ‘thick’ descriptions of the strategy process, its exclusions and
inclusions.

In summary, a future research agenda might ask a number of questions –
the answers to which may well not be explicable from empirical capture 
of concrete, actual strategic practice as it is formally framed as ‘strategy’.
We would envisage that such questions might include, at a minimum, the
following:

• How are decisions and, equally important, non-decisions made?
• Under what circumstances can one make a strategic claim of the nature that

if we do X then Y will follow?
• What are the truth effects that result in one being able to constitute a dis-

course of ‘strategy’?
• What performative language games are used to create ‘strategy’; especially,

what is the role of the strategy discourse as it is learnt as a part of the vocab-
ulary one must acquire as an MBA?

• How do particular discourses of strategy seek to exercise control over what
they constitute as internal and external environments, in order that their
preferences become fact?

• What non-human actors are involved in the practices of making strategy?
• How are particular concepts of strategy institutionalized as fashions in top

management teams? What are the roles of consultants and other external
stakeholders (media) in their dissemination?

• Who and what are the strategic others that define the symbolic failures and
successes of present strategies?

• What are the ostensive and performative aspects that create op-
portunities for variation, selection and retention of new practices and pat-
terns of action within the symbolic routines that become strategically
embedded?

Conclusion

The essay offers a critical revision of the strategy as practice approach. Viewing
the position as rich in promise but, as currently configured, philosophically and
sociologically naive, we suggest that more attention needs to be paid to its treat-
ment of both strategy and practice. Rather than reproducing conventional
notions that strategy concerns top management teams and their corporate
ambitions, we suggest broader and more inclusive conceptualizations about
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what strategy could be and how it is accomplished. To think of strategy from
the vantage point of civil society, NGOs, consumers, unions or the dispossessed
is to ask a different set of questions of what executives do when they set out a
vision to improve the profit margin. Understanding practice is long overdue in
strategy making, a point well made by strategy as practice. To concentrate on
practice as being ‘what people do’ is, however, to restrict oneself, unnecessarily,
to a narrow and undertheorized view of practice. To understand practice, we
regard it as important to engage with issues of power, reality construction,
symbolic order, actor networks and language games. As outlined earlier, we
believe these concepts have the capacity to enrich the study of strategy, and in so
doing, perhaps finally cut its Gordian knot with industrial economics and make
strategy critical.
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Notes

1 We recognize that there have been numerous contributions to the strategy as practice litera-
ture since we conducted the research for this essay.

2 In order to evaluate critically the contribution of the approach, we have analysed para-
digmatic texts on strategy as practice, including Balogun and Johnson (2004),
Jarzabkowski (2003, 2004), Johnson et al. (2003) and Whittington (2004). The rationale
for this choice of texts was the claims that they make: they identify themselves closely with
the strategy as practice approach. Moreover, some of these authors, including Jarzabkowski,
Johnson and Whittington, have played a significant leadership role in the strategy as practice
movement.

3 The distinction between ‘formulation’ and ‘gloss’, of course, derives from what we have
argued is the real progenitor of a practice-based approach – the ethnomethodology of
Garfinkel (1967).
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