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Abstract 

As an action-research study of the practice of strategy in one organization, this paper examines 

three vignettes from a case study in which a company established a new strategic direction. 

These vignettes are selected to provide insight regarding how talk constitutes strategy, in 

particular how people talk about strategy in the three dimensions of a strategy-as-practice 

framework: praxis, practice, and practitioners. Each vignette considers primarily one of the 

dimensions of praxis, practice, or practitioner relative to strategy. The vignettes are presented at 

a mezzo-level, seen through a social theory of practice perspective, and examine settings in 

which strategy is discussed without rising to the macro level of broadly defined social practices 

or focusing on individual experience and action. This study does not draw conclusions but rather 

provides a view on the importance of the dimensions of the strategy-as-practice framework and 

how it can be used to understand how strategy constitutively develops within an organization.  
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Living A New Strategy: One Organization’s Challenges Seen through a Strategy-As-Practice 

Lens 

In real life, strategy is actually very straightforward.  

You pick a general direction and implement like hell. 

                                                                         Jack Welch 

Introduction 

It has been my experience that strategy work is often considered complete by business 

people when a certain set of artifacts are created that satisfy the traditional perspective on what 

strategy is. Consulting contracts are written to support that perception, and internal strategy 

groups often replicate that model with their own plans and resource allocations. Coming out of 

the 1990s, this often means a form of a “strategy map” from the work developed by Kaplan and 

Norton (1996, 2001, 2003), and/or perhaps a “commitment” consistent with one of Treacy and 

Wiersema’s (1997) disciplines, and/or a graphical rendering that help appeal to the more 

creative-types in the organization (Haudan, 2008), among other options (Porter, 1980; Kim & 

Mauborgne, 2005, etc.). The documentation represents a concrete achievement of the definition 

of a strategy. These definitions are often then supported by communication plans and change 

management plans designed to implement the new strategy across the company by telling 

everyone how to behave differently and how leadership needs to behave to set the right example 

to lead the change (for examples see Hrebiniak, 2005; Bossidy & Charan, 2002). What 

implementation success means is less clear in the traditional strategy approaches, and how to tell 

when it is accomplished is even vaguer. The mere distinction in the workplace of strategy 

processes that create and strategy processes that implement indicate that in business, strategy is 

still not seen as emergent or otherwise socially constructed, rather it is seen as something that is 
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discretely created and then delivered to the organization, whose members are expected to align 

and behave differently based on their best understanding of the strategy as it has been presented 

through the tools available. Research on the process of strategy has long encouraged the idea of 

emergence (see Pettigrew, 1987, Mintzberg, 1987), but popular guides to strategy development 

available in the business and popular press continue to delineate between creation and 

implementation in ways that imply a linear, stepped set of processes from documentation to 

delivery to implementation (for example, Olsen, 2007; Kaplan & Norton, 2006; Koch, 2009). I 

suggest that consulting companies and internal ‘strategy’ groups perpetuate this bifurcation in 

how they construct and sell work.  

As a strategy consultant, I’ve produced many strategy artifacts, and worked with many 

clients through the process of developing them. In the last few years, I have found that in spite of 

the popular press and consulting perpetuation, business people are becoming attuned to the idea 

that strategy is not necessarily something you have. Rather, it needs to be something on which 

your organization collectively and individually acts. This in situ shift is consistent with 

Whittington’s identification from a theoretical development perspective of strategy being seen as 

“something people do” as a part of the recent “practice turn” in strategy research (Whittington, 

2003, 2006; Jarzabkowski, et al., 2007; Johnson et.al., 2003). As a recent client told me, a 

strategy needs “to be lived, not to live in a document”, and although he has never read an 

academic journal, he went on to talk about several of ideas that form the basis of the strategy-as-

practice agenda, although in a different language. As I’ve engaged with more and more clients 

over the last few years about this challenge, I have been struck by how consistently they talk 

about and struggle with the constitutive nature of strategy, without using those words. I use 

constitutive here consistent with Craig’s (1999) definition of constitutive communication as the 
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ongoing construction of shared meaning. Clients are struggling with the phenomena they 

experience regularly when a definitive strategy statement is taken by the larger organization and 

becomes continually under construction rather than being static, despite their best efforts at 

building communication tools and plans to reduce interpretive variance and create consistency in 

understanding. Regardless of the best efforts of change management plans, strategies seem to be 

under continuous construction in many organizations, or they are empty artifacts, put on a shelf 

or hanging in a lonely conference room, without recognition or acknowledgement.  

Given what we see in businesses that attempt strategy projects, it is easy to simply 

conclude that strategy is hard. It is hard to create, hard to change behaviors to do it, and hard to 

live it. With that, in application it is tempting to go through the routine artifact creation exercise 

and then move on to something more interesting, a solvable business problem, like where is next 

year’s revenue source? The strategy-as-practice framework and agenda gives us a way to think 

through how and why it is hard. Understanding how and why can promote a greater theoretical 

understanding of organizational behaviors and the collective versus individual nature of 

organizational strategy. It can also help drive new practices in the workplace that can support 

better strategy practices that influence the behavior and business processes of more people. 

Collins (2001) tells us that companies that have strategies and use them do better. While his 

work is controversial, if you believe in his position, knowing more about why strategy is hard is 

useful. In addition to being of use to businesses attempting to bring a strategy to life, it is useful 

from a theoretical perspective to extend our understanding of the constitutive nature of 

organizations and how organizations understand and collectively commit to a course of action. 

Other areas of research on constitutive organizational phenomena that have taken a practice turn 

include organizational communication, organizational learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 
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1999) and organizational knowledge (Spender, 2005) are exploring similar topics, and the 

strategy dimension provides additional ways to consider the emergent nature of organizations. 

This paper is intended to bring together a practical experience with the theoretical frame based 

on a social theory of practice, using a fifteen month strategy project as the basis of a case study 

considered through the practice lens. The analysis is conducted at a mezzo-level of behaviors, 

communications, and actions that occurred during a strategy development and implementation 

effort. Mezzo-level practices are defined as between the micro practices of individuals and the 

macro practices of strategy approach and design. In social work, mezzo-level practices are those 

that fall in the family unit level, beyond the individual but not quite at the societal level (Kirst-

Ashman & Hull, p. 29). Where Jarzabkowski, et al. (2007) defines micro practices as those 

“situated doings of the individual human beings” and macro as “the different socially defined 

practices” (p. 7) I add the mezzo-level practices to refer to those which exist at the organizational 

level – beyond the individual but not necessarily beyond the organization. They are the practices 

in which different participants come together and (re)constitute the story of strategy.  This study 

uses the strategy-as-practice framework of praxis, practice, and practitioners (Whittington, 2006; 

Jarzabkowski, et al., 2007) to see how taking the stance of each component of the framework and 

considering dialog from each perspective helps to demonstrate moments where strategy ‘comes 

to life’.  

The project from which this case study is developed spanned fifteen months, three 

continents and approximately eight hundred people. For the purposes of this analysis, the case 

study is broadly described and three vignettes are provided from the perspective of praxis, 

practice, and practitioner to flex the strategy-as-practice framework. Through these vignettes and 

the application of the model, it is possible to see how the strategy-as-practice perspective 
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contributes to our understanding of strategy as constitutive and emergent. The project for this 

case study included many strategy processes to support the development of an articulated 

strategic direction for a company. In this paper, the strategy processes are back-grounded. They 

form the structure in which the vignettes occur, but a distinction is drawn between strategy 

processes and strategy practices. Processes are defined here as the ways in which tools are put 

into play,  Practices are seen as activity and discourse by organizational participants to identify 

and/or change how they work, communicate, make decisions, and collaborate in ways that are 

consistent (or not) with the established strategic direction. With this position, it is possible to 

look at the organizational experience of strategy through the journey in which strategy was 

constructed and communicated and the subsequent actions taken relative to it by a cross-section 

of organizational participants. Each vignette features a dialog that is closely paraphrased from 

my notes and recordings to provide a basis for understanding how people in the organization talk 

about strategy. As Samra-Fredericks (2003) notes, talking about strategies is how “strategists 

breathe life into them and make them meaningful for their present purposes” (p. 143). Paying 

attention to the dialog that occurs in the mezzo-level environments described in these three 

vignettes can shed light on how strategy is constructed throughout the organization.  

Both the project and this analysis start from the question of how organizational 

participants enact strategy, regardless of their designation as a ‘strategy participant’, an activity 

as a ‘strategy practice’ or a ‘strategy praxis’. Strategy must be embodied, enacted, and embraced 

by organizational participants in their activities and their decisions, as represented by their 

discourses and the artifacts they produce. This analysis takes Johnson’s (2003) suggestion that 

strategy is something you ‘do’, and extends it to suggest that strategy is something you ‘are’ or 
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‘are not’ as an organization, and that the being of strategy is sharply seen in the mezzo-level 

practices and discourses enacted every day in an organization that has taken a strategic turn. 

Case Study Overview and Approach 

In October of 2008, the C-Suite (in this case, the CEO, COO, CMO, CIO, and CFO) of a 

mid-sized technology company in the health care sector, known here as HealthCarePlus, or HCP, 

had a problem. Since the inception of the company in 1998, their strategy had been to 

consolidate their industry through acquisition and market share domination in a very specific 

area. They had been successful in this endeavor, and were now looking to define the strategy for 

the next few years. All five of them had worked in very large corporate environments; include 

Proctor and Gamble, General Electric, and Johnson and Johnson, all of which have large and 

robust strategy groups, divisions, or teams that focus on setting direction and marching towards 

it. They had been schooled in the Michael Porter (1980, 1987) approach to strategy, with a focus 

on the five forces analysis and driving competitive advantage. They were familiar with the 

generic strategies Porter espoused and comfortable with the market facing strategy language. 

However, they were less well vetted in the world of operations. They had been so focused 

on market position, acquisition, and transition activities that they were operating on a patchwork 

of internal systems, processes, and skills that were poorly understood and not well rationalized. 

While some of their acquisitions had been enormously successful from a market share 

perspective, they had not fared as well internally, and the infrastructure was beginning to 

crumble under the weight of the inorganic growth. Customer production needs were not being 

met, delivery of new functionality was delayed or flawed, and as a whole the organization lacked 

discipline and careful review. Knee jerk reactions to customer demands and market changes, 
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sales disconnection from delivery, and serious problems with functionality were all issues that 

had been neglected in the pursuit of an acquisition strategy. Staff and customer churn were 

starting to happen at an alarming rate, and there was general consensus that a new strategic 

direction was needed if they were to survive and grow for another ten years. 

This is the situation into which my company was brought in to help, and for the next year 

we engaged in a series of intense strategy sessions to set a new direction for HCP that would 

provide them with a platform for growth, continued market success, and improved delivery 

capabilities. We leveraged some old and familiar tools including SWOT (strength, weakness, 

opportunity, threat) analysis and strategy maps (see Kaplan & Norton, 2006), and we developed 

maturity models, organizational targets, and desired end states. We worked through visioning 

sessions, facilitated team discussions, and documented management commitments. Close to 20% 

of the workforce was directly involved in strategy processes and contributed to the work being 

done, ranging from the six top executives to code developers for key products. As a part of the 

project we completed traditional communication and change management plans related to the 

new strategy, and assisted with the development of management tools for effective 

communication. Throughout the process, I was in the role of the lead strategy expert, setting the 

direction and approach, facilitating many of the working sessions, and creating many of the 

artifacts. At the same time, I was taking notes on the ways in which people talked about strategy, 

how they expressed their experiences of the work we were doing, and how they perceived the 

success or failure of the new strategic direction. The combination of my in situ experiences, field 

notes, and recorded sessions form the basis of the analysis presented in this paper, which takes a 

‘strategy-as-practice’ position to examine how strategy is embodied (or not) by employees, and 
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how it comes to life (or not) in an organization making a distinct move from one set of strategic 

commitments to another.  

In the case of HCP, they moved from an acquisition driven market strategy to an 

internally focused operational strategy – pursuing ‘operational excellence’ consistent with 

Treacy and Wiersema (1997) as their strategic direction for the next few years. Through this 

direction, they hoped to address the issues that had evolved from the acquisition strategy, give 

the organization time to ‘grow into itself’, and be positioned for future expansion into new 

markets through acquisition or organic growth in sales. The vignettes described in this paper are 

paraphrased from interactions with clients during the project and represent interesting points 

where an interaction provides a view into the defining of strategy. 

As a result of my position as the project lead, I had uncommon access to most of the 

formal strategy work, both in the definition of a new strategy and the engagement of the 

organization. Generally speaking, I was on site in an office designated for my use for thirty hours 

a week for the better part of fifteen months. I recognize that this access came at a cost – my 

ability to step away and cleanse my perspective to see the experiences from a researcher’s 

perspective is at best difficult. As Rasche & Chia note (2009) note, “the ethnographic strategy-

as-practice researcher must acknowledge that he or she is thoroughly implicated in the 

production of research and is only able to offer a partial and predisposed account of what has 

happened.” (p. 725). I have made my best effort in this analysis acknowledge the inherent 

contradictions and challenges presented by the type of situation presented by this work. My 

research methods here are primarily ethnographic, and I acknowledge that both my role and my 

personal definition of success for this project create tensions in analysis and in representing 

‘what actually happened’, knowing that a tight standard of objectivity perhaps cannot be held to 
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in this work. The trade off certainly is that without this level of access to a corporate strategy 

project it is difficult to move forward in research on the kinds of activities, discussions, and 

representations that most interest me. I have intentionally avoided taking a position in this paper 

on whether the project was a success or a failure because of the potential for conflict in 

interpreting my own participation in the work, and in part because I think it remains to be seen. I 

am in the fortunate position to be able to track and observe the results, and look forward to an 

updated report in or around 2013 regarding how the strategy work materialized.   

Regarding data, there are situations where I have both recorded meetings and field notes 

to compare, others where only my notes exist. Additional reference data is in the form of the 

artifacts created for the project, including meeting notes, strategy maps, SWOT analysis, 

maturity models, communication tools, and other key deliverables. Where possible, I have 

compared across sources to confirm my notation of events and dialog. In representing dialog in 

each vignette presented, I have loosely paraphrased to provide an accurate but not detailed 

rendering of what was said. Because I do not have detailed transcriptions of all meetings and 

discussions, this seemed an appropriate way to represent the vignettes. 

The timeline of this project is quite long in comparison to many traditional strategy 

projects, in part because of a commitment from executive management to have greater 

involvement in the creation of the strategy. As noted above, by the end of the project, close to 

20% of the staff had been deeply involved in building the strategic direction and approximately 

50% of the staff had direct input and/or were touched by the work in a participatory way. All of 

the staff (approximately eight hundred people) had been exposed in some way to the work we 

were doing.  
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Case Study Research Questions 

In building out the vignettes from this case study, I focus on the application of the praxis-

practice-practitioner framework to consider what each brings to light relative to the work of 

strategy as an emergent construction. My research questions are framed as follows: 

1) When taking a stance from each of the strategy-as-practice framework components, 

what types of interactions can be seen and how does each component provide a 

contribution to the constitutive nature of strategy? 

2) While the micro and macro level practices are useful entry points, in what ways does 

a focus on a middle or mezzo-level set of practices in which strategy is both ‘done’ 

and ‘experienced’ by an organization? 

The mezzo-level vignettes presented allow for exploration of discourse and experience as 

expressed by participants in the strategy work through a strategy-as-practice framework. By 

taking as a unit of analysis events that fall between the day to day micro level actions taken by 

individuals and the larger, big picture events and discussions that are held in the name of 

strategy, this case study strives to provide insight regarding where the strategy ‘comes to life’ for 

the organization. The project itself followed a fairly traditional (although longer than usual) 

trajectory in which strategy was defined, explicated, communicated and delivered, and went into 

an implementation phase.  

The following vignettes are offered as examples to give visibility into the praxis, 

practices, and practitioners involved in this case study. In each, the discourse that occurs is used 

to explore the how strategy is created, perceived, and articulated, helping to define and 

understand how strategy is brought to life through each dimension in the talk that occurs. 
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Praxis in Strategy-as-Practice 

 Praxis relative to strategy-as-practice has been defined as “the interconnection between 

the actions of different, dispersed individuals and groups and those socially, politically, and 

economically embedded institutions within which individuals act and to which they contribute.” 

(Jarzabkowski, et. al. p. 9). This first vignette provides a view into an interaction between the 

CEO and a worker at an annual meeting that was held shortly after the new strategic direction 

was developed. Taking a praxis stance, the practices within the annual meeting of the CEO 

presentation and the worker participation in the Question and Answer form the basis of the 

praxis that is leveraged to frame the strategy for the organization.  

Vignette 1 – I Left My Fairy Dust at Home 

In the first quarter of each year, HCP held an annual meeting. Participation in 2009 

included all available North American staff, representatives from Europe and Asia, and my team 

of consultants – close to six hundred fifty people in total. Because the company is privately held, 

the annual meeting does not include external shareholders. Midway through the two day 

meeting, the CEO presented a PowerPoint deck that provided an overview of the ‘strategic 

direction’ that had been developed, and the reasons for committing to it. The general direction of 

operational excellence had been announced, as had the process for defining the strategy and 

implementing it. As of the meeting, approximately eighty people had been engaged in the 

strategy development processes. The CEO stated an expectation that many people would 

continue to be involved in the refinement of the strategy and in making sure the company started 

working in a different way. 
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During the Question and Answer period, a participant came up to the mic and said 

“…sounds good, but we are NOT operationally excellent. We are so far from that we can’t, well, 

we can’t even see it in the distance, you know?  How are we gonna make that kind of change 

around here? We all know (Sales) runs the show – it doesn’t matter what they sell, we have to 

deliver it. When’re we gonna get Sales excellence, then, you know, we can probably do 

operational excellence. Are you (speaking to the CEO) going to have my back when I say we 

can’t do something even when we’ve already signed a ridiculous contract?”  

The CEO paused for a moment before responding, and then took a minute to thank the 

participant for the question. “It’s a good question. You know, I don’t have fairy dust. I mean, I 

left my fairy dust at home. I can’t just throw it out over the crowd here and expect you all to start 

working differently. I get that. I wish I had it. I wish I could do that. But I don’t. This is hard 

work for all of us, and we won’t get it all right. But we are going to try. And for now, the truth is, 

if a contract is signed, we need to deliver. I’ll work with (the Sales VP) to see if we can’t do a 

better job of vetting contracts, but you know, revenue is important.” 

“Well,” said the participant, “if the new strategy means revenue is being downgraded 

from omnipotent to important, I guess that’s progress.”  With that, and with a laugh from both 

the crowd and the CEO, he took his seat. 

This became a defining moment for the strategy – one in which praxis, practice, and 

practitioner came together and brought to life a dimension of the strategy. In that moment, 

something important crystallized for many people in room. Fairy dust immediately became a 

metaphor for strategy in action, more specifically for behaving strategically, that the organization 

as a whole understood consistently, and the story of the question and answer exchange became a 
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cornerstone of the struggle to implement the strategy. When something didn’t go as planned, 

someone would say “I guess we left our fairly dust at home.” If a decision was made that was 

clearly inconsistent with the strategy, at a worker level comments like “where’s the fairy dust 

when you need it!” would be made. If someone in operations was pushing back on a contract 

term, they would say they had “sent it in with some fairy dust”, meaning they had emphasized 

the need to align with the strategic direction. Fairy dust became, in essence, a way of expressing 

the strategy and pointing to it, particularly in uncomfortable moments when someone was 

exposing that the strategic direction was not being followed. It was a tacit acknowledgement that 

a behavior had not changed.  

The story of the fairy dust became deeply embedded in the culture from that day forward, 

with people recalling the scene as a way of acknowledging the challenge of behaving 

strategically. While it might seem that it had a negative connotation, it was generally used as an 

acknowledgement that the organization was doing something hard, and it was used as a way to 

discuss the challenges without whining or accusing people of poor behavior. It served a purpose 

in enacting the changes that were needed. As Denning (2002) notes, stories are “inherently non-

adversarial”, and provide a way to see connections between things (p. 4-5). In this case, the story 

of the fairy dust communicated about both the challenges in changing behavior and a connection 

to the CEO in his acknowledgment of the difficulty in changing. 

As a side note, in all of my field notes, there are no citations of someone making a 

positive reference to fairy dust – a la “that was exactly what we needed to do, guess the fairy 

dust finally showed up.”  It could be that I wasn’t listening carefully for those examples, that it 

wasn’t used in that way around me, or that it generally wasn’t applied in those situations. 
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While moments like this cannot be scripted in a strategy project, this vignette, when 

considered from the perspective of praxis, highlights the importance of using the idea of praxis to 

create environmental conditions in which such moments can happen. Practices may serve a 

similar purpose, but the praxis dimension of the framework is where we find the creation of an 

environment in which such stories are made. In this example, the praxis of holding an annual 

meeting in which the CEO takes questions from anyone in the organization allowed for this 

moment to happen in a way that was broadly seen and heard and individually experienced in a 

way that gave it sustainability in the organization.  

Practice in Strategy-as-Practice 

This vignette describes how the action of strategy practice was reflexively created during 

a key strategy process – the building of a strategy map for a particular group. For the purposes of 

this discussion, the creation of the strategy map is defined as a strategy process, while way in 

which participants engage the process is reflective of a strategy practice. This is consistent with 

the definition provided by Jarzabkowski et al. (2007): “(practices) provide the behavioral, 

cognitive, procedural, discursive, and physical resources through which  multiple actors are able 

to interact in order to socially accomplish collective activity” (p. 9) – they represent the 

construction that occurs during strategy processes. A further clarification is found in Chia and 

MacKay’s (2007) perspective that “strategy practices are discernible patterns of actions arising 

from habituated tendencies and internalized dispositions” (p. 217). Based on these two 

definitions, Vignette 2 describes an exchange that occurred during a strategy mapping process.  

Vignette 2 – Building the Strategy 
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 As a part of the strategy project, each of the twelve business units created their own 

version of a strategy map. In doing this, they each built a consistent set of artifacts, including a 

SWOT analysis and a strategy map with a specific frame. Participation was generally discrete, 

but occasionally the same person participated in the work across groups. One such person was 

Steve. He had been in sales for a few years, but maintained a close alignment with the product 

development teams. He participated in the strategy sessions for two product development teams, 

and then in the session for the Sales team. Although there was room to allow for individual team 

dynamics and needs, the sessions were fairly scripted by the facilitators, so Steve was very 

familiar with the process by the time he participated in the Sales working sessions, which were 

each scheduled for a full day. On the first day, he came into the room and said “you guys are 

gonna love this!  It is just what we need to do.”  The Sales VP (Steve’s direct manager) said 

“well, I’m hoping we can finish in half a day since we have you here, and you already know 

what to do.”  Steve responded, “No way. There’s no way to speed this up.”  “Really?” asked the 

skeptical VP, “I figured you’d just do ours and we’d sign off, let’s just get it done and get out of 

here.”  Steve pushed back hard, actually standing up, walking to the examples on the board and 

saying “No, you just have to go through it. That’s where it all happens. It just happens. I can’t 

explain it, but we have to go through all the steps, that much I know. Actually, you (the Sales 

VP) really need to go through all the steps or you just won’t get it.”    

As a facilitator, I was relieved to have Steve there to advocate for the process. I doubt I 

could have gotten the Sales VP through the day without Steve’s unsolicited assistance. As a 

researcher going over the notes later, it was interesting to me how strongly Steve was articulating 

the importance of experience and having the strategy emerge from collective work. He had 

confided in me during a break that his biggest concern was that the Sales VP would “check out” 
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and that without his participation, the team would “never be able to do anything with what 

(came) out of the work – it would be a wasted day.”  Steve went on to say “this needs to be HIS 

(the Sales VP), not ours or yours, or we’ll never see it again.” 

Steve was drawing on his instinctual premise that the strategy needed to emerge from the 

practices enacted through the process, rather than the process dictating the artifact that was to be 

produced. For him, the practice could not stand on its own, it was inherently tied to the 

practitioners involved – without the voices in the room, there was no practice, there was only 

process.   

Practitioners in Strategy-as-Practice 

  The role of the strategy practitioner has been highlighted in each of the previous two 

vignettes. It could be asked for each: who is the strategy practitioner in this vignette? What 

makes them a practitioner rather than a recipient? In what ways does the praxis or practice stance 

change who the practitioners are?  These questions are interesting for future research that uses an 

episodic frame. For the purposes of this presentation, we use the definition provided by 

Jarzabkowski, et. al. (2007) practitioners are “those individuals who draw upon practices to 

act…. They derive agency through their use of practices….” and they are “active participants in 

the construction of activity that is consequential for the organization and its survival. They shape 

strategic activity through who they are, how they act and what practices they draw upon in that 

action.” (p. 10). The following vignette describes a conversation with a senior executive in the 

organization, approximately one year into the project. He is clearly in the role of a practitioner, 

both “officially” as an individual who contributed to the creation of the strategy and as someone 

who is expected to behave in a certain way based on the strategy. Taking the stance of the 
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practitioner in this vignette allows us to consider the ways in which individuals guide and shape 

strategy practices. 

Vignette 3 – We Haven’t Changed 

In the case of HCP, the year 2010 started off with an unfortunate client incident in which 

a new technology solution was delivered that failed to meet expectations. In a follow up 

conversation with the senior level product person, I was asked, “how is it that we spent a year 

talking about operational excellence as our strategy, and we still have this kind of a problem?”  I 

asked him “what have you heard from your people about it?”  “Well,” he said, “I heard that we 

didn’t meet our strategic commitments, and this is the result, someone approved a contract we 

couldn’t deliver. And I’ve heard other examples about where we didn’t do what we said we were 

going to do.”  He went on to say that “the only thing that’s changed is this time we have 

something to point to and say we didn’t do that. We said we would, but we didn’t. I don’t know 

what’s worse, being really bad about strategy, or having something that proves we’re really bad 

about strategy.”  I asked him who approved the contract in question. “You know the answer to 

that,” he replied. “I did, ultimately. I’m an executive who both approved the strategy and 

approved the contract that doesn’t work with the strategy. I guess I need a hit of fairy dust.” 

If we ever wonder why “doing” strategy is hard, this vignette, taken from a practitioner 

position, shows us that even the most involved, committed person still struggles with the 

behavior changes required to enact strategic commitments. In this vignette, the senior level 

person had been deeply involved in the strategy processes, had been an advocate of the results, 

and seemed truly committed to the change. Even so, when a moment of truth came, and he had to 

choose between revenue and operations, he fell into old habits, those in which revenue is 
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“omnipotent”, reminiscent of the word choice of the annual meeting questioner described in 

Vignette 1. He identifies that the strategy work that was accomplished gives visibility to failure – 

sometimes uncomfortably so. As Maitlis & Lawrence (2003) show in their work on failure in 

strategizing, strategy must “both exist in discourse and be connected to material practices.”  

While their case study highlights a failure to create either, the lack exemplified here of material 

practice that supports the constructed and documented desired behaviors shows how quickly 

breakdowns can occur when practitioners aren’t willing or able to change. 

Case Study Epilog 

This project resulted in changes throughout the operations of the company, including the 

creation of new roles and responsibilities in the organization, and the creation of a number of 

artifacts. Approximately one third of the workforce engaged in multiple formal strategy 

meetings/ processes during the development of the strategic direction. Participants included 

workers, managers, and executives. Outputs included many standard strategy tools including 

SWOT (strength, weakness, opportunity, threat) analysis documents, a strategy definition, a 

maturity model to understand behavior changes, strategy maps at a corporate level and at a 

business unit level (for fourteen business units), a balanced scorecard, guiding principles, a 

communication platform, a creative graphical rendering of the overarching strategy, and 

‘playbooks’ and ‘manager guides’ for talking about strategy. Defined strategy practices utilized 

throughout the project were consistent with traditional perspectives on strategy and what it 

means to create one (Moisander & Stenfors, 2009), supplemented by activities to support strong 

communication and attention to the cultural change perceived to be required for this 

organization.  
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After a year of work, the company moved into what they defined as an execution phase, 

starting, as described in Vignette 3, with a failure. From that failure, the executive team learned 

how to use the strategy to evaluate their decisions and actions to determine where they had 

deviated from the established strategic direction, and to correct in the future. In the first half of 

2010, they have continued to use that example as a risk of not following their strategy, and 

attempt to apply the strategic commitments to decisions ranging from research and development 

investment to approval of client contracts. They continue to experience failures and successes in 

their application, their financial success or failure based on the strategy remains to be seen. 

Conclusions 

In providing this case study I have applied the praxis, practice, and practitioner 

framework to take a perspective on how each dimension highlights important features of the 

experience of strategy and strategy work within an organization. When considering strategy as 

primarily constitutive in nature, presenting the vignettes from the perspective of exchange and 

the way in which people express the experience of strategy work seems appropriate. In this case 

study, we have the opportunity to see exchanges from a variety of perspectives, including 

executives, workers, sales people, and in large settings, small groups, and one on one. In each, 

we hear people contemplate the need to behave differently, and the challenges associated with 

that. This paper does not attend closely to questions of strategy processes within the corporate 

context, the impact on the firm at large, and macro level questions of traditional strategy 

development. Rather, it attempts to apply a focus on the mezzo-level activities that jointly 

construct the documentation and the capacity to act in an organization. The vignettes provide the 

impetus for developing observations through the praxis/practice/practitioner framework, showing 

how a stance of one of the three allows the researcher to consider the inter-relationships that 
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create the ‘strategizing’ dimension and allow for an emergence of both strategy definition and a 

competency in application. 

As these vignettes demonstrate, even with extensive investment of time and money in 

strategy, people still defer to long held habits and a certain degree of disbelief regarding the 

possibility of changing.  If we consider that strategy exists in both documentation and in 

enactment, the material and the discursive, the framework gives us a way to understand the 

experience of strategy and the importance that all three dimensions have in setting the stage for 

strategic accomplishment.  While this paper focuses on the application of the framework more 

than the theoretical implications, it raises questions about what strategy processes accomplish 

relative to ‘strategizing’, and how change happens (or doesn’t).  It suggests an opportunity to 

apply a stronger social systems theory to this type of project (Hendry & Seidl, 2003) and perhaps 

a closer examination of discourse and language in these types of projects, to the extent that it is 

possible to collect the data necessary for a discourse analysis. 

In practice, this case study makes visible the need for attention to praxis, practices, and 

practitioners related to strategy. In the environmental opportunities of praxis, unexpected 

organizational connection can happen. Whether it is an annual meeting, a planning retreat, a 

“lunch and learn” hosted by the CEO or the chief strategist, formal training opportunities, or 

other broad settings in which practices are played out by practitioners in an accepted format, 

whatever is right for a particular organization should be nurtured, as they provide the opportunity 

for moments of strategy connection. Beyond praxis, practices need to allow for emergence and 

not dictate results – within Vignette 2, it would have been easy to have Steve go off and create a 

strategy map for the sales team, but as he pointed out, it wouldn’t have worked in the end. 
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Participants are unavoidably tied practice and praxis because without them, nothing happens, as 

this case study highlights.  

In 1977, Bruce Henderson, a co-founder of Bain and Company and a prolific writer on 

strategy in the workplace, cautioned against relying too heavily on strategy to make decisions for 

us, telling us that strategy should not determine what business decisions are made.  According to 

Henderson, a strategy should never reduce decision making to reading the output of a report, 

otherwise it is “not a decision, just a conclusion, a printout” (p. 260).  A good strategy will help 

people make decisions informed by both analysis and intuition without determining the outcome 

and the business decisions that are made. The praxis/practice/practitioner framework helps us to 

see how each dimension contributes to individual and organizational determinations for actions 

to take.  When considered at a mezzo-level of analysis, we are able to particularly focus on the 

organizational constitution of strategy and how it is enacted.  It might seem an obvious 

statement, but often in business participation is viewed as too expensive, too time consuming, or 

too difficult to manage.  As the framework shows, it is the intersection between praxis, practice, 

and practitioners that drives strategizing, and companies undertaking strategy projects can 

consider all three as they attempt to live a new strategy. 
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