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STRATEGY FORMULATION AS DISCIPLINED IMAGINATION
In this paper we deduce the characteristics of a high quality strategy making process, one that
increases the likelihood of successful adaptation. We do so by exploiting the simile between an
iterative, problem solving oriented view of the strategy process and an evolutionary
perspective of theory building.
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STRATEGY FORMULATION AS DISCIPLINED IMAGINATION
1.

INTRODUCTION

For several decades, the evolution of the strategy process field resembled a pendulum
swinging between periods of buoyant development of rational decision making frameworks,
propelled by the work of economists (e.g. Porter, 1980) and management scientists (e.g.
Ansoff, 1965), and periods of resignation to the overwhelmingly nonrational and political
nature of strategy formation in complex organizations (see Bower and Doz, 1979 and
Mintzberg, 1988 for reviews). Candidate rational frameworks were invariably countered by
empirical questioning of their underlying assumptions and limited explanatory power, a
questioning that rejected rational or hyper-rational explanations of strategic decision making
behavior, portraying it instead as satisficing, incremental and distorted by partisan influences.
It would appear that the strategy process field has now swung past a point of extreme and
possibly definitive disillusion with the rational actor model (cf. Eisenhardt and Zbaracki,
1992), both as positive and as normative paradigm for strategy formation. For this reason,
presuming that the quality of the strategy formulation process does influence firm
performance, an alternate systematic and parsimonious conceptual scheme that spells out the
determinants of such quality and provides a robust base for deriving normative prescriptions)
is of special interest both to practitioners and to strategic management scholars (Chakravarthy
and Doz, 1992).
Perhaps a useful starting point for such conceptual scheme is the fair amount of agreement
that has emerged, unscathed from controversy and polemics, about the desirability of using a
problem-solving approach for taking and studying crucial decisions (Janis, 1989:90).
Furthermore, a conceptual scheme developed to study crucial decision making in an era of
accelerating environmental dynamics should disavow the "static selection" assumption of the
rational actor model (see Allison, 1971) -- whereby action represents a steady state choice
among pre-defined alternatives, which then rigidly dictates action. Rather, such a framework
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should explicitly acknowledge the interactive nature of strategy formulation as a sequence of
motivated iterations between action and design (Mintzberg and Waters, 1985; Schon, 1983;
March and Olsen, 1976).
Such an iterative, problem solving view of the strategy process exhibits striking similarity
with an evolutionary view of the theory development process. An evolutionary view of theory
building sees the process that leads to the development of a theoretical paradigm as a motivated
iteration between theory and practice (Kuhn, 1970; Zaltman, Lemasters and Heffring, 1982) 2 .
In such a perspective, recently elaborated by Weick (1989), theory is conceived as an ordered
set of assertions about relationships determining a behavior or a structure, over a wide enough
range of conditions. Such a theory is based on a puzzle and its formulation involves designing,
conducting and integrating a series of thought experiments in the context of a specified
problem representation. Variety and imagination in conjectures and discipline in the selection
of propositions increase the a-priori validity of a the proposed theory, i.e. increasing the
likelihood that the ordered relationships predicted by the theory exist, at least in a probabilistic
sense. A good theory increases the odds of finding a solution to the puzzle.
In this paper we exploit this simile between the process of theory building and the process
strategy formation to deduce characteristics of a high quality strategic management process,
one likely to produce strategies that solve the problem of a firm to successfully adapt to its
environment. Building primarily on the work of Weick (1989) we formalize our argument in
three propositions that relate characteristics of the strategy making process to the likelihood of
organizational adaptation. We then evaluate the empirical validity of the resulting framework
and its practical implications.
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2.

STRATEGY FORMULATION AS DISCIPLINED IMAGINATION

"The organization should be seen as a laboratory for ideas" Jack Welch (Slater, 1993).

In this section we develop our theoretical argument. First, we argue that strategy could be
seen as a probabilistic theory of adaptation. We then explore the link between the quality of
the strategic management process and the likelihood of successful adaptation. Finally, we
interpret Weick's analysis of good theory building process into the characteristics of a high
quality strategy making process. We formalize our argument in three propositions.
2.1

Strategy as a Probabilistic Theory of Adaptation
Strategy solves the problem of adaptation, of matching the opportunities in the environment

to the capabilities of the organization building for that on learning from previous experience
(Andrews, 1971). The strategy making team, the CEO in particular, is seen the focal point for
this activity3 . Strategy formulation is therefore seen as the ongoing process of developing and
maintaining a match between changing opportunities in the environment and the evolving
capabilities of the organization building on learning from previous experience.
The parallelism between theory and strategic decision making is striking. A strategy can be
conceived of as a theory of adaptation to the environment. Successful strategy formulation is
an artificial selection process by means of which the strategist preempts natural selection
pressures thus increasing the likelihood of successful adaptation (Child, 1972).
Strategy is a theory insofar as it, like a theory, constitutes an ordered set of assertions and
propositions about a behavior (a conditioned timed sequence of actions to borrow Scott's
definition (1971)) to hold true through a range of environmental circumstances (if the strategy
is to be robust). Like a theory a strategy highlights a series of relationships and connections,
and like a theory it attempts to anticipate and predict the unfolding of a phenomenon.
Furthermore, strategy is a special type of theory. It is a theory of action, whereby the theorist
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is also an interventionist, and thus it is a theory of how an environment (markets, competitors,
regulators, ...) will react to the actions of the strategist.
The process of constructing strategy is subject to multiple kinds of uncertainty. Uncertainty
in strategy formulation stems from the environment in which the firm operates, from the
nature of the capabilities of the organization and last but certainly not least from the ambiguity
of past experience.
In formulating strategy, uncertainty exists about what the relevant environment is. As
Penrose (1959:41) puts it, "In the last analysis, the environment rejects or confirms the
soundness of the judgments about it, but the relevant environment is not an objective fact
discoverable before the events." Further, even assuming that the relevant environment is
known, decision making may be affected by competitive blindspots in industry and competitor
analysis, because of nonrational escalation of commitment, overconfidence in judgment and
limited perspective and frame to the problem (Zajac and Bazerman, 1991 ).
Uncertainty about the capabilities of the organization is more likely to prevail, the larger
and more complex an organization is. Thus, like with the environment an organization may
discover the reach of its capabilities only ex-post. Williamson (1975:127) quotes Boulding for
colorful explication of this point, "almost all organizational structures tend to produce false
images in the decision-maker, and the larger and more authoritarian the organization, the
better the chance that its top decision makers will be operating in purely imaginary worlds."
Finally, in generating and assessing strategic alternatives, the experience of the past may
turns out to be limited and ambiguous. The sample size of events from which organizations
may learn from their own experience is rarely larger than one, and in some cases smaller.
Under these conditions the organization may need to balance the need to achieve agreement on
interpretations with the need to interpret history correctly (March, Sproull and Tamuz, 1991).
Furthermore, as time goes by, retrospective accounts of business strategy suffer from faulty
memory or from attempts to cast past behavior in a positive light (Golden, 1992).
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Uncertainty, therefore, seems an endemic characteristic of the strategy making process
forcing decision makers to "bet" on a particular strategy. Even in situations characterized by
deterministic complexity rather than uncertainty, approximation must replace exactness in
reaching a decision because of bounded rationality (Simon, 1962). Thus, strategy formulators
cannot know, they can only guess. Formulated strategy resembles a probabilistic theory of
adaptation.
2.2

Quality of Strategy Formulation and Adaptation

A fundamental tenet of the strategy process field is that the quality of the strategy
formulation process influences significantly the likelihood of favorable outcomes (Eisenhardt,
1989; Janis, 1989; Chakravarthy and Doz, 1992). The validity of this assumption is the focus
of the Choice v. Determinism debate (cf. Astley and Van de Ven, 1983; Hrebiniak and Joyce,
1985; Lawless and Finch, 1989; Bedeian, 1990; Lawless and Tegarden, 1990). Extreme
versions of this debate reject this fundamental tenet on the grounds that organizations change at
a slower pace than their environments do and that organizational change programs rarely
deliver on their explicitly stated goals. Thus, organizations are at the mercy of environmental
selection pressures and thus strategy and by implication the strategy formulation process has
little bearing on the organization's chance for long term adaptation (Hannan and Freeman,
1984; Barnett and Carroll, forthcoming).
Still, even admitting such an extreme view, the quality of the decision mating process
matters in at least one obvious respect. If managers can do no right, they can certainly do
plenty wrong. This is well explained by Janis (1989:5),
"Among the defective pathways that lead to disastrous policy decisions are those
that fail to correct avoidable errors — rectifiable misperceptions, refutable false
assumptions, resolvable ignorance, and remediable lapses in judgment
concerning the probability or magnitude of expected costs and benefits. Those
pathways can prove to be destructive in several ways: The outcome can turn out
to be lethal for the careers of the responsible leaders, for the continued existence
of the organization, and sometimes for the very lives of large numbers of people
who are affected by a major policy decision."
7

Hrebiniak and Joyce (1985) argued that the extent to which the quality of organizational
choice mattered depended on the relative strengths of strategic choice and environmental
determinism. They viewed organizations as open systems. Open systems, they argued, tend to
a state of dynamic equilibrium with their environment through continuous exchange. And both
the system and the environment can affect the process of exchange. Further, they argued that
open systems are characterized by equifinality, that is there are different plausible systemic
arrangements of inputs and conversion processes that achieve the same outcome. Thus, some
degree of choice existed even in the most peremptory of environments, because even in such
an environment the organization can at least choose between different means to meet the'
environment's demands. They concluded that the adaptation process is a struggle between the
organization and the environment and that "the outcome of this struggle depends in part on the
effectiveness of organizational decision making . . . although the qualitative nature and impact
of the decision process certainly varies with the organization environment context" (p.343).
Weick (1979) explicated the adaptive merits of organizational choice. He argued that an
organization will continue to exist only if it maintains an adequate balance between flexibility
and stability. Flexibility, he argued, is required to adapt to nontransient changes in the
environment. However, total flexibility destroys the organization's sense of continuity and
identity. Conversely, stability provides an economical means to handle new contingencies,
since there are regularities in the world that an organization can exploit if it has a memory and
a capacity for repetition. However, chronic stability is dysfunctional because more economical
ways of responding might never be discovered and this in turn would mean that new
environmental features would never be noticed. Weick argued that an organization's ability to
achieve an adequate balance between flexibility and stability hinged on the degree of reverence
that the organization professed to past experience. Constraining interpretation and enactment
choices by the dictum of past experience yielded an ultrastable organization. Discrediting past
experience for both choices yielded an ultraflexible organization. Neither, he argued, is
adaptive for long. Thus he concluded that adaptation requires judicious use of past experience
8

in that either the interpretation or the enactment choice, but not both, should distrust past
experience (p . 218).
One implication of Weick's framework is that a peremptory environment may restrict
strategic choice forcing the organization to become ultra-stable and perish in an ulterior nontransient environmental shift. The logical obverse of this implication does not however
necessarily follow in Weick's analysis: a high level of strategic choice is insufficient guarantee
of successful adaptation because it may lead to an ultra-flexible organization.
In sum, the link between the quality of the strategy formulation process and the likelihood
of good outcome will grow stronger the lower the degree of environmental determinism.
However, organizations may fail to achieve adaptation under conditions of low environmental
determinism because they fail to correct avoidable errors or injudiciously use retained past
experience.
2.3

Strategy Formulation as Disciplined Imagination
Having argued that strategy is a probabilistic theory of adaptation that is more likely to

determine outcome the weaker environmental determinism the question now becomes, what
characterizes a high quality strategy making process ?
Weick (1989) argued that a theory is more likely to solve a theoretical problem when this is
represented more accurately and in greater detail with assumptions made more explicit, when a
greater number of heterogeneous alternate solutions set is generated and when more selection
criteria of greater diversity are applied consistently to select a solution. Exploiting the parallel
between Weick's evolutionary view of theory construction and an iterative, problem solving
oriented view of strategy formulation we derive the characteristics of a high quality strategy
making process.
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2.3.1 Strategic Issue Statements
According to Weick's analysis, an adequate statement of the adaptation problem should be
of the middle range, with a limited number of assumptions, accuracy and detail in its
specification, and of manageable size. Thus,

Proposition 1: To the extent that strategic choice matters, the more accurate and detailed the
specification of the problem of adaptation (i.e. strategic issues) the higher the
likelihood that the organization will achieve and sustain adaptation.

2.3.2 Thought Trials
Better theory will result the larger the number of alternate theories proposed. Weick argues
that candidate theories may stem from thought trials, and that the likelihood of producing good
theory of depends on the number of trials and on the heterogeneity between the trials. Of
interest is the effective number of thought trials, i.e. how different the trials generated really
are. Thus,

Proposition 2: To the extent that strategic choice matters, the higher the number of alternatives
considered and the higher their independence from one another (i.e. the higher
the effective variations) the higher the likelihood that the organization will
achieve and sustain adaptation.

2.3.3 Selection Criteria
More successful theory will result if there are a large number of diverse selection criteria
that are applied consistently. Because strategy cannot be validated ex-ante, these criteria are
tested through assumptions derived from past experience or simply through their plausibility.
10

For example, a strategy may be selected because it is obvious which may give a clue to its
significance, because it is believable or because it is simply beautiful. Similarly chosen
strategy may confirm or disconfirm a long held assumption. Thus,

Proposition 3: To the extent that strategic choice matters, the larger the number of diverse
selection criteria consistently applied to select a strategy the higher the
likelihood that the organization will achieve and sustain adaptation.

3.

DISCUSSION AND IMPUCATIONS

Having formalized our theoretical argument in propositions 1-3, we now evaluate primafacie the empirical validity and the theoretical and practical implications of the framework and
of each of the three propositions.
At the outset, we would like to point out that the framework presented in this paper has
been systematically deduced from an internally consistent theoretical perspective. As such it
may provide a set of useful classificatory dimensions for the strategy process inasmuch as these
dimensions, like in the original theory, prove collectively exhaustive and mutually exclusive
(McKelvey, 1975; Pinder and Moore, 1979). For this reason it seems to us that it could be
used to provide a comprehensive initial agenda for systematic clinical and empirical study of
the strategic management process. In this agenda, the unit of analysis is the organization and
there are three central dimensions: the accuracy and detail of the specification of the strategic
issues, the effective variety in the alternative paths of action considered, and the number of
criteria used consistently to evaluate and choose between these alternatives. Likewise the
framework could help compare and contrast systematically extant clinical and empirical
evidence of relevance to the strategy process field.
The theoretical validity of the framework can be assessed by contrasting it with the findings
of Janis & Mann (Janis and Mann, 1977). These researchers extracted seven procedural
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criteria from the extensive research literature on effective decisionmaking by individual
executives and by members of policymaking groups in government and profit and non-profit
oriented institutions. They found that "Rio the best of his or her ability, the decisionmaker:
1. Surveys a wide range of objectives to be fulfilled, taking account of the multiplicity of
values that are at stake; 2. Canvasses a wide range of alternative courses of action; 3.
Intensively searches for new information relevant to evaluating the alternatives; 4. Correctly
assimilates and takes account of new information or expert judgments to which he or she is
exposed, even when the information or judgment does not support the course of action initially
preferred; 5. Reconsiders the positive and negative consequences of alternatives originally
regarded as unacceptable, before making a final choice; 6. Carefully examines the costs and
risks of negative consequences, that could flow from the alternative that is preferred; 7. Makes
detailed provisions for implementing and monitoring the chosen course of action, with special
attention to contingency plans that might be required if various known risks were to
materialize (p. 30-31).
Clearly condition 1 corresponds to proposition one, condition 2 corresponds to proposition
2 and conditions 3-6 corresponds to proposition 3. Condition 7 suggests explicit attention to
the problem of implementation, which remains implicit in proposition 3 of our framework.
Additional empirical support for the validity of the propositions is provided by the work of
Eisenhardt (1989) and that of Hart and Banbury (1994). We now review this work and discuss
practical implications separately for each one of the propositions. The discussion of practical
implications attempts to answer the following question: As one moves from individual theory
building to institutional strategising, how can we develop the propositions into more
meaningful statements for management and organizations?
Strategic Issue Statements
Abelson and Levi (1985, quoted in Janis, 1989:142) argue "there is a paucity of research
altogether on the problem recognition phase of decisionmaking, perhaps because it is often
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taken for granted." Yet Eisenhardt found that greater use of real time information accelerated
decision making in high velocity environment, thus increasing the probability of superior
outcome. She conjectured that such information speeds issue identification, allowing
executives to spot problems and opportunities sooner (see also Dutton and Jackson, 1988).
This provides support for proposition 1.
Proposition 1 implies that the first challenge for the management of a firm is to understand
the strategic problem faced by the firm accurately and with sufficient detail. While this
principle is obvious its implementation is not.
In organizations, problem definition is a stake, and, therefore, various members of the
organization ,may define the same overall problem in very different terms. Partial and partisan
definitions may also allow stakeholders to avoid the painful work that would force them to
reconcile their priorities and values (Heifetz, 1994).
Issues are faced one by one: they differ in maturity, and therefore do not all appear at once.
Understanding individual issues, or specific aspects of the problem in the context of the whole
is not simple. Organizational specialization and fragmentation may have been necessary for
past progress learning, but this generally leads to strong vested interests (Leonard-Barton,
1992; Levinthal and March, 1993) and strong value positions.
Further, successful organizations raise fundamental strategic issues only periodically and
infrequently (Miller and Friesen, 1984; Tushman and Romanelli, 1985), usually in response to
a crisis. Until they do, their competitive position and the underlying reasons for the firm's
success may remain ambiguous.
Thus, a key aspect of transposing Weick's theory building prescription to strategy formation
is the need for the firm to develop a keen and parsimonious understanding of its business
system, of its underlying "profit engine", and of its few foremost crucial assumptions. Once
these assumptions are identified, the firm needs to seek as much practical detail as feasible on
them, to understand how changes in those assumptions and discontinuities in the firm's
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environment affect the performance of the firm leading to a precise definition of the business
problem.
Without such an understanding a detailed and accurate specification of the problem of
adaptation is impossible, and the risks of excessive politicization of the definition of the
adaptation problem became very real/. A specific definition of the strategic problem also
allows to narrow down the range of alternatives considered to those that are directly relevant to
the problem, a way to overcome the constraints of bounded rationality and to accept the
"problemistic search" (Cyert and March, 1963) adjustment to the rational decision making
models.
Thought trials
The recent findings by Hart and Banbury (1994) provide some support for proposition 2. As
they conclude: "The more firms in the study were able to develop competence in multiple
modes of strategy-making process, the higher their performance. Indeed, the best-performing
firms combined high levels of skill in all five of the strategy-making modes defined by Hart
(1992)." Their findings could be interpreted as direct support for the link between variety,
choice and successful adaptation. Alternating modes of strategy making is likely to generate
varied and more independent strategic options. Likewise, Eisenhardt found that the greater
number of alternatives considered simultaneously generally lead to superior results.
In the consideration of strategic alternatives, it is not their absolute number which matters,
but their independence and diversity, i.e., the fact that genuinely different courses of action
are considered. The difficulty is to have both discipline in categorization and imagination in
developing the alternatives.
The classical substantive strategic categorization schemes provide for some systematic
variety but not for imagination, and the more imaginative strategies may not fit the schemes.
A good example is Porter's (1980) generic strategies: the strategic issue is not to be
differentiated or low-cost, but to achieve both. The dichotomy is misleading. Similarly, the
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growth-share matrix suffers from at least two restrictions: the linkage between market share
and profitability does not hold very well, and the assumption of a business life cycle has been
shown wrong in many industries by imaginative "de-matrixing" strategies (Woo, 1981; Woo,
1983).
Yet, the absence of categorization schemes may lead to strategies being mere declinations
one of another, i.e., to only one class of strategies being conceived, typically an extension of
what the firm already does. This is an obvious danger of conventional strategic planning
processes.
An explicit attention to a more holistic contrast between strategy types, such as the
framework put forward by Miles & Snow (1978) may help create more variety. So does,
perhaps, a dedicated attention to the nature of the process, and deliberate attempt to use
different processes (Mintzberg and Waters, 1985; Hart and Banbury, 1994).
Stretch goods which do not allow the mere extrapolation of existing results, and the use of
metaphors, analyses and creative approaches to foster more strategic variety may all contribute
to the consideration of more deeply different alternatives.
The involvement of a wider group of managers into the strategy process may also help the
diversity of strategies being considered, in particular if these managers are sensitive to
different aspects of the environment, i.e., have differentiated perceptions and cognitive maps and a rich enough dialogue to confront their differences and learn from them.
Selection criteria
Eisenhardt found that higher quality of decision making resulted from the simultaneous
consideration of several alternatives because it permitted to assess one alternative against the
other, reduced escalation of commitment to any one option and provide a fallback position.
Further she found that the use of an experienced counselor in the decision making process
increased the quality of the process because these counselors provided a sounding board for
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ideas. Eisenhardt's findings support proposition 3 inasmuch as they seem to suggest the need
for plurality and consistency in the evaluation of alternatives.
The issue of strategy evaluation is not new (see for example Rumelt, 1979). Among the
criteria that have been used are resource based ones - e.g., does the strategy make use of the
full range of distinctive competencies of the firm? - and environmental ones - e.g., does it
meet a so far unserved customer need? - as well as risk-return ones - e.g., how robust is it to
various types of competitive responses? In that sense, the need for diverse selection criteria
applies to strategy as it does to theory.

4.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

In this paper we deduce the characteristics of a high quality strategic decision making
process, one that increases the likelihood of a good outcome, i.e. successful adaptation. We do
so by exploiting the simile between an iterative, problem solving oriented view of the strategy
process and an evolutionary perspective on theory building. We concluded that in a high
quality process a large number of selection criteria is applied consistently to choose among a
large number of heterogeneous alternate potential solutions generated to address a strategic
issue which is specified accurately and in detail.
The main point of departure of this framework from rational positive approaches to strategic
decision making is in its comparative emphasis of problem definition and the generation of
alternatives. The need for such a shift in emphasis in developing decision making frameworks
in strategic management has been recently explained by Simon (1993:141),
"Making choices and evaluating them are simply the final stages in the decision
process, and seldom the most important stages. Before choices are made, the
occasions for choice must be identified, effort must be focused on problems or
opportunities and possible courses of action must be designed. Classical decision
theory has relatively little to say about these crucial initial stages of decision but
students of strategic planning have become increasingly aware that problem
identification and alternative generation are crucial components of strategy."
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By positing the importance of the generation of numerous alternatives we have emphasized
the crucial role that creativity and imagination play in reaching successful adaptation. Judging
from the observations of prominent thinkers of strategy making this shift in emphasis seems
well warranted. For example Porter (1994:441-442) argued that ". . . the most successful
firms are notable in employing imagination to define a new position, or to find new value in
whatever starting position they have." Likewise Janis (1989:93) argues that "[e]xecutive must
. . . set themselves to do the very best mental work that their minds are capable of. Creative
imagination and critical thinking are undoubtedly necessary to find a sound solution to most
policy problems, particularly when it comes to generating and modifying viable alternatives."
He then cites Zeleny to embolden that point," "Making a [policy] decision often means
inventing a creative new alternative, not just choosing one among the 'givens'
By emphasizing the adaptive value of disciplined imagination, this framework suggest how
to restore theoretical prominence to the role of the general manager. This was neglected by
extreme deterministic perspectives, relegated by the planning school to a status of consumer of
strategies constructed by skilled strategic planners or resigned in sophisticated evolutionary
perspectives to rationalize ex-post the reasons for past and current success of the organization
(cf. Mintzberg, 1988). Within the proposed framework, to the extent that the general manager
participates actively in strategy formulation, his or her disciplined imagination is crucial to
preempt selection pressures. This framework thus shifts the traditional focus of evolutionary
perspectives which focus on processes of selection because relevant variations are assumed
blind or random (cf. McKelvey and Aldrich, 1983) and highlights instead the purposefulness
underlying variation. It would seem that successful strategy hinges on superior ability to
generate useful variations.
It is for this reason that disciplined imagination could provide the litmus test for the quality
of managerial cognition. The quality of the strategic process is heavily dependent on the
cognitive processes in the mind of the decision maker. Perhaps one of the main hurdles for the
progress of strategic management process field has been and still is the absence of sophisticated
17

tools to map what people have in mind (see Calori, Johnson and Sarnin, 1994 for an example
of the difficulties faced by this line of research). Most current theorizing and empirical tests
are based on crude induced categorizations. No consensual measure exist to determine when
such maps will reflect in better decision making. The evolutionary approach we have taken
suggests that one possible test for mental maps and cognitive frameworks could be the extent
to which these frameworks allow or constrain the exercise of disciplined imagination.
Finally, by emphasizing the consistent application of multiple criteria for selection of
alternatives this framework reconciles the aspiration of rational actor models to make
maximum possible use of information with the more realistic behavioral view of decision
making that accommodates partisanship and inertia. When the unit of analysis becomes the
organization as a formulator of strategy, rather than the individual theorist in Weick's
framework, parochial interests and sub-group politics and the rigidity of standard operating
procedures for decision making in such a setting increase even more the need for using
numerous consistency checks within a multi-dimensional satisficing space.
If disillusion with the rational actor model is indeed definitive, the pendulum of the strategy
process field will have veered from its traditional path as it climbs towards a new period of
buoyant development of frameworks to guide policy making. It would have veered because
frameworks of strategy formulation will now be based on alternative paradigms. Perhaps this
time, once the pendulum reaches full swing, it will find a new position where to settle down.

1

Descriptive conceptualizations have often been used heedlessly as basis for normative prescriptions. For

example in a reprint of his article in Sloan Management Review, Quinn admonished practitioners for turning his
descriptive framework of how strategy formed in very large, multi-billion dollar organizations into a prescriptive
theory applicable to all.
2

The resemblance between the process of strategy formation and that of the emergence of a theoretical

paradigm have been noted by Burgelman (1983:68). Unlike Burgelman the emphasis here is not on retrospective
rationalization but more on problem solving. Retrospective rationalization of past success as a guide for future

18

action is seen as only one possible strategic option. Strategy is seen to emerge principally from thought
experiments.
3

Although at least in part strategy may emerge autonomously from the grass roots of the organization, it is the

CEO or the strategy making team's stamp of approval that is still seen as the referent for the organization's
strategy.
4

One can note in passing here that the appeal of the "strategic intent" argument to managers, as "capturing the

essence of winning" is not just the stretch it embodies but the opportunity to reconcile different stakeholders'
groups around an ambition to increase collective resources rather than a continued squabble between subunit
goals.
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