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Strategic management studied in practice

This development paper presents the method and some preliminary results from a study focusing on how four CEOs handled strategic challenges between 2009-2011. The intention with our development paper is to increase knowledge on the interplay between managers’ concrete everyday action and a company’s strategy. We want to look at how sudden changes, unplanned actions and emerging ideas are made sense of in a strategic way and put into more formal and intended shape. The paper illustrates with a concrete example how the sense one of the four CEOs made and the way she strategised in that period continually changed and in that process simultaneously reorganised the company in various ways.

Strategic management studied in practice

What do you, as a manager handle strategic challenges on an everyday basis? How are sudden changes, unplanned actions and emerging ideas made sense of in a strategic way and put into more formal and intended shape? To answer these questions we invited four CEOs to engage actively in constructing knowledge about the interplay between their actions and attempts to construct strategic meaning. 
The study is conducted as a longitudinal investigation into the daily managerial life of four Danish small and medium sized industrial companies during a period of nearly two years, where researchers and the four CEOs jointly take part in studying the interplay between the their sensemaking and strategising. This development paper illustrates with a concrete example
 how the sense one of the four CEOs makes and the way she strategises continually changes and in that process simultaneously reorganises the company in various ways.

An emergent perspective on strategy
There is no simple and straightforward answer to what a strategy is and how it can be understood. In this paper the perception of strategy highlights an understanding of strategy as something emergent and processual. This is an understanding that has been advocated by scholars like Mintzberg and Waters (1985) and Pettigrew (1985, 1992) some years ago. Even though the debate about whether strategy deals more with deliberate planning than emergent wayfinding is still very active, much strategy research has, especially during the last ten years, taken a more fundamental practice turn (Golsorkhi et al., 2010: 1, Chia, 2004: 29). 
The basis for this practice turn is that the world is complex, full of twists and turns and it can not be predicted how the environment will evolve and change (Chia & Holt, 2009: 21, Mintzberg & Waters, 1985: 269). This means that strategy deals with more than planning, structuring and implementing, it evolves around attempts to make sense of the complex world and figure out the way, as one goes (Clegg et al., 2004: 23f). Hence strategy becomes something actors do and not something they have; a point of origin argued by scholars from the Strategy-as-Practice community (Jarzabkowski, 2010: 127, Jarzabkowski et al., 2007: 6).
Within this perspective attention is redirected towards actions and interactions among the strategic practitioners within and around organisations and institutions. This means that these scholars study how practitioners act and make sense of the situations they find themselves in on an everyday basis (Johnson et al., 2007: 7). The primary focus is on what actors do in their everyday organising, which draws attention to a co-constituting interplay between strategising and organising. In a way this focus: “… rescues strategy from its pedestal, and puts it back into the complex, untidy reality of organisation.” (Whittington et al., 2006: 618).
This enables the study of strategy to be more micro-oriented and focus on the complex and untidy reality of organisations and engage in the everyday small changes in routines, norms and values, where strategising deals more with wayfinding than with navigating (Chia & Holt, 2009: 168). There is a heightened interest in strategists, their actions and the praxis they draw on, as practitioners’ actions and the sense they make take part in shaping how a strategy is being operationalised (Johnson et al., 2007: 27). 
Attempts to understand the practice of strategy evolves, in this study, around trying to grasp how practitioners relationally make sense of strategic initiatives and act, and in this process generate the organising of the company. This draws attention to the dual relationship between actions and sensemaking (Weick, 1988, Weick et al., 2005) and the multiple sensemaking activities that are set in motion during strategic processes (Balogun & Johnson, 2005, 2006, Balogun, 2007). One of the primary aims of this study is to understand how practitioners during strategic processes make sense and act. How are sudden changes, unplanned actions and emerging ideas made sense of in a strategic way and put into more formal and intended shape? Following, how are the sense practitioners make and the way they strategise continually changing and in that process simultaneously reorganising the company in various ways?

Inspirations from action learning
The method used in this study is inspired from Action Learning (Revans 1992), which is; “… a means of development intellectual, emotional or physical...” (Revans 1981) The method draws upon practical experiences and it is a method that has been used and developed further also more recently (Revans 1977, 1983, Cursin 1995, Marsick & O`Neal 1999, Bourner 2011). Our method has many similarities with the model of Action Learning presented by Pedler et al. (Pedler et al., 2005: 56) According to these scholars Action Learning includes the following paragraphs:

“ 1. sets of about six persons

2. action on real tasks or problems at work

3. tasks/problems are individual rather than collective

4. questions as the main way to help participants proceed with their tasks/problems

5. facilitators are used.”

We are at the same time inspired by the learning model that have been used and developed at our own university for nearly four decades: the problem-based, project-organized learning model (Kolmos et al., 2004). The idea behind using Action Learning and the problem-based learning model is closely connected to a social constructionist and relational being perspective, where the sense practitioners make and the way they act are the outcome of relational and everyday attempts to construct meaning about concrete situations they find themselves in (Gergen, 2009, Larsen 2011). 

The relational and constructionist approach combined with the study’s interest in the duality of strategising and organising in an Action Learning perspective has given us two possibilities. First it enabled us to study how mundane processes as everyday tasks and problems were assigned strategic importance. Second it enabled us to actively involve the most interesting practitioners in the knowledge creating process together with us as researchers, namely the four CEOs. 

By gathering the four CEOs regularly and having them discuss and reflect upon their daily working life and challenges we constructed an environment and a place where it was possible for the practitioners and us to investigate these processes. 

In our version four CEOs from different companies and we have met regularly at seminars to discuss important strategic challenges from their companies. The authors of this paper have structured and facilitated these seminars, and together with the individual CEO written cases that were discussed at the seminars. The six 3-4 hour seminars, took place regularly over the two year the study has run. 

The dynamic input was constructed by regular visits to each of the four companies where we held interview-conversations with different managers and the CEO and observed and studied documents. These activities were used to produce input for the discussion at the upcoming seminar. To keep the process in motion we subsequently sent out notes based on what we discussed at the seminar to the four CEOs. These notes functioned as inspiration for the next round. Figure A illustrates the research method for the study.



[image: image1]
With the chosen method the CEOs and we had the opportunity to follow how strategic processes and themes in each of the four companies developed and changed. This happened both through interview-conversations in the companies and through writing company specific cases. At the same time the discussions at the seminars have been important sources for the development of both practical and theoretical understanding of the strategic processes going on through the two years. 

An example on how everyday emergent actions become strategic
The activities have over the two year period let to a number of mutual analyses and discussions where the CEOs through comments and suggestions on different strategic themes and challenges have helped each other to understand, reflect upon and solve concrete problems. One of the concrete challenges that were central for one of the four CEOs was the question about which markets to enter (see appendix A). This challenge was central for the young company and we will, in the following, discuss how ideas about which markets to enter and when was presented and discussed at the seminars and during interview-conversations. 
Looking at how the market-orientation shifted during the two years, we can see how unforeseen and emergent changes take part in deciding which markets are of strategic importance for the young company. Changes like: are we capable of finding a qualified agent at a new market? Which fairs turn out to be a success? Which markets or agents suddenly show an interest in our products? At which markets do our sale increase and decline? Which unforeseen offers do we get and how do we handle them? 
These considerations and decisions on markets were made by the CEO in cooperation with the chief designer, the company’s sales personnel, and with influence from agents, customers, and even in one case the Danish Foreign Ministry. But the decisions were also influenced from the three other CEOs at the seminars where all these potential decisions were discussed. Interesting to see is that these activities, as mundane as they seem are strategic in the sense that they produce a track or a way that the CEO finds useful and sensible to follow. 
Even more interesting is the way sense is made and actions are taken. The shift in focus is to a large extent an attempt to construct a meaningful way, where actions through retrospective sensemaking become strategic and are put in more formal and intended shape than they might were to begin with. Pursuing an unforeseen offer, applying for a stand at a fair on a new market or small talking at a fair with an agent from a market where the company is not represented are initiatives that can turn out to be of strategic importance and suddenly become the logical and most natural way for the company to strategise. 
The example presented here is merely one out of a number of specific examples from all four companies that each in their way demonstrate the importance of the co-constituting interplay between actions taken and sense made which define the significance of wayfinding as a central part of strategising and strategic management.
Concluding comments
What we have tried to illustrate with this development paper is how strategising can be understood as a result of the way sudden changes, unplanned actions and emerging ideas evolving around everyday and concrete tasks and problems are made sense of in a strategic way and put into more formal and intended shape. The aim has been to illustrate the co-constituting interplay between strategising and organising. We have also tried to illustrate how this process of strategising is dynamic and continual changing directions, yet still meaningful. 

To us this kind of study reveals the importance of CEOs’ practical and mundane “doing”. This is a theme that is central in the Strategy-as Practice community, where concepts like emergence, wayfinding and relational sensemaking are central in the attempt to understand strategic processes and strategic management.

Appendix A
Strategic market management and sensemaking in a small dynamic firm – an example from the study
In the youngest and smallest of our four firms, which financial turnover increased with 33 % p.a. 2009 – 2011 the choice of - and the marketing activities on - the different markets were of great importance to its CEO.  The firm that designs and sells clothes for small kids in Danish Design had from it started all its self-designed products produced in the Far East and was gradually present on an increasing number of markets. The following story is written based on a number of interview-conversations with the CEO and chief designer in the firm, several visits to the firm, and notes from the seminars between the four CEOs and us.

Summer 2009 
According to the CEO the firm already had a strong position at the Danish market, had solid positions at the other Scandinavian markets, and had really good contacts in Northern Germany via a new agent, and a second agent had for a couple of years functioned in the Benelux countries. Internationalization was the key word for the CEO and the means were Danish Design, a well-functioning organisation and efficient agents. 

Fall 2009 
The firm was busy with selling activities – and it was difficult to catch up. There was growth in all markets.

Early 2010
The market expansion directed toward Scandinavian countries was a great success. The German market expanded through what increasingly became an efficient agent. The joint activities between agent, the CEO and other employees in the firm focused on sales activities in Cologne, Berlin and elsewhere in Germany. Benelux was still mostly an area for potential expansion, and the main question was: UK or France as the next? Many but unsystematic demands were coming from a large number of markets, mainly European. 

Winter 2010 
The CEO was satisfied with the general crisis, else the growth in sales would have been too strong. The expansion on new markets had to be through agents. The firm did not have the resources for daughter companies. At the moment agents sold in Germany and Benelux and the CEO wanted to get into the UK. 

Spring 2010 
According to the CEO too many unsystematic demands from new markets were not followed up upon. The German market was functioning well, but in Benelux the agent had to concentrate on the Netherlands only. UK was the new promising market where considerable marketing resources in the form of hour from employees and the CEO would be used. Australia might be a possibility after a number of orders were received from there. A main question was what new markets to find agents for – UK was seen as a nearly certain base for an agent, and the firm was close to engaging an agent there. 

Summer 2010
Ireland was in severe crisis. China might be the next big market, because the Danish Government was running a campaign there and it was a potential market with 300 millions middleclass consumes – very interesting. At the same time the firm focused on Scandinavia, Holland, Germany and the UK as main markets. The large number of markets was chosen always to have something in the pipeline. 


Late summer 2010
The work load was still big. Hiring a specific agent in the UK was coming closer. The German market was really expanding in a close cooperation between the agent and the firm – the Danish Design really worked also in Southern Germany, which the CEO had not expected. Southern Europe was impossible, but Finland and Switzerland were expanding. But the activities on the Chinese market were postponed. It demanded too many resources – it seemed extremely expensive to make it a success. An important question for the CEO: is the firm going to be Global or European – is two new main markets in Europe in two years time the realistic goal?

Winter 2011
Sales in Denmark and Scandinavia are growing. Increased focus on EU markets, change of agent in the Netherlands due to in-effectiveness, and separating Belgium. Start up in Italy with a fantastic interesting agent, and deepening the relations to the German agent. France is somewhat conservative. And UK seems to be of no interest at the moment.        
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� The example is enclosed as appendix A
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