
Strategy as Practice

Strategic management is taught in business schools as a fundamental aspect of man-
agement. It has also come to be regarded as a significant area of academic research
over the past three decades. However, in that time research in strategy has largely
migrated to a concern with strategy as that which organizations have, rather than
strategy as that which managers do. In other words, the activity of managing and
developing the strategy of organizations by the people concerned with actually doing
it has become marginalized. Strategy as Practice reverses this trend by analysing what
people do in relation to the development of strategy in organizations. In so doing it
provides insights into current issues in strategy that require a more micro level of
understanding. This pragmatic approach also helps to integrate different aspects of
strategy research and provides insights that will help managers work more effectively.
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Preface

There has always been an interest by some strategy scholars in the activities of
managers as they relate to the development of strategy. Henry Mintzberg’s
work in the 1970s and the case study work of Andrew Pettigrew and some of
the authors of this book in the 1980s show this. It is an interest that has con-
tinued. For example Andrew Pettigrew and Georg von Krogh co-ordinated
EGOS workshops in 1999, 2001 and 2002 on Acting and Thinking
Strategically that attracted scholars with a bias towards researching such activ-
ities. It was from these EGOS workshops that several strands of research
started to converge; these are discussed more fully in chapter 1.

One workshop was concerned with what strategists actually do – with
strategizing. The second examined the gap highlighted by resource-based the-
orists: the need to understand the activities that underpin the distinctive com-
petences bestowing competitive advantage on organizations. The third looked
at the continuing interest in processes of strategy development in organiza-
tions. Given that all three of these interests placed an emphasis on the activ-
ities of people in organizations, it was decided to find out just how much
interest and research was going on in the field by promoting a special issue of
the Journal of Management Studies and inviting papers on these topics. The
initiative actually started with a ‘research conversation’ on the themes at an
EIASM conference in 2001 where over fifty academics representing these three
strands met to present their research and arguments. Many of the papers
developed from this event found their way into the Journal of Management
Studies Special Issue (Johnson, Melin and Whittington 2003) and, since then,
Strategy as Practice has ‘taken off’.

Strategy as Practice has established itself as a significant social movement
(McAdam, McCarthy and Zald 1996), able to mobilize many researchers and
access important channels. Thus the www.strategy-as-practice.org list has, at
the time of writing, approaching a thousand participants and the movement
has streams at EGOS, the British Academy of Management and the Strategic
Management Society. The first research monograph on Strategy as Practice
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has been published (Jarzabkowslei 2005) and there are forthcoming special
issues of Human Relations (Jarzabkowski, Balogun and Seidl 2007) and Long
Range Planning (Cailluet and Whittington 2007). There has also been an
increasing number of publications that have taken a practice focus, as well as
work that has no explicit affiliation with this emerging perspective but which
is nonetheless highly relevant. Much of this is referred to throughout this
book. Less tangibly, but just as important, the vibrancy of discussion and
debate about strategy practice has begun to attract more and more interest. It
is time now to review progress, to identify some challenges and opportunities
for the next generation of research, and to offer resources and guides to help
this next generation forwards. These are the aims of this book.

Apart from the authors, there have been others who have been especially
helpful in bringing together the various strands in the book. In particular we
would like to thank and acknowledge the many members of the Strategy as
Practice network who have helped, but in particular Julia Balogun, Paula
Jarzabkowski and David Seidl, Hugo Guo and Lorna Carlaw, who helped sub-
stantially with the preparation of the manuscript, and our publishers at
Cambridge University Press who have been so patient with us.

Gerry Johnson, Ann Langley, Leif Melin and Richard Whittington

x Preface
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