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Abstract

This thesis explores the potential of the material turn in strategy studies to explore how non-
human ‘things’ contribute to strategy production. Drawing on the ontologies and methodolo-
gies of the strategy-as-practice and actor-network theory domains, the empirical research in-
forming this thesis is an immersive mixed methods ethnographic study in a higher education
school of art and design conducted over a period of 24 months. The study combines observa-
tion and a qualitative interview protocol to build four explorative case study narratives that
consider various aspects of material agency in strategy production. Analysis and discussion
inform a re-theorising of strategy production that foregrounds the agency of materials beyond
that of human intent, providing a counterpoint to prevailing approaches that centre the afford-
ances ‘things’ offer to human action and suggesting instead a novel extension to strategy
studies that emphasises emancipatory critique of normative organisational practices and onto-

logies.

This work was supported by an Adam Smith Business School Scholarship.
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“The creative act is not performed by the artist alone; the spectator brings the work in
contact with the external world by deciphering and interpreting its inner qualifications
and thus adds his contribution to the creative act.”

Marcel Duchamp, “The Creative Act,” in The Writings of Marcel Duchamp, ed. Michel
Sanouillet and Elmer Peterson (1973)
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1 Introduction

This chapter describes the focus of the research and its relationship to the broader strategy-
as-practice research (or s-as-p) domain. It positions the work in the context of current
strategy enquiry and discusses the potential of a material lens and concepts from the domain
of actor-network-theory (or ANT) to further the emancipatory potential of the strategy-as-
practice literature. Research aims, methods and contribution are briefly outlined, and the
structure of the thesis detailed.

1.1 The problem with strategy

This thesis is an exploration of the ways in which organisational strategy research (and in
particular the close observational techniques of the strategy-as-practice or s-as-p domain) has
invited critique of the deterministic assumptions underpinning normative strategy production.
In particular, this thesis asks how a more attentive focus on the role of material agency in
strategy production might offer new ways to extend and strengthen that critique towards more
radical and emancipatory effects. The central idea underpinning this work is that the phe-
nomenon of strategy, and much of the research associated with it, is limited by a narrow con-
ceptual and organisational ontology that readily admits activities that could be seen as largely
performative, whilst disallowing other modes of strategy production that might actually be

what count towards organisational outcome.

In my own industry, higher education, the business of centralised, macro-strategy production
is thriving. A great deal of resource is allocated to the appointment and development of high-
er education managers, to strategy creation and strategy monitoring structures like commit-
tees and working groups, and to the careful and expert production of strategic plans and other
strategy documents (Bolden et al., 2012; Crevani et al., 2015; McCaffrey, 2018; Melzer,
2018; Boden et al., 2015). The widespread normative characteristics of strategy formulation
that I have encountered as a strategy practitioner in higher education include at their heart an
explicit assumption that organisational action follows organisational intent as it is codified in

the material products of centralised strategic decision-making (and in particular the strategic
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plan and its myriad sub-manifestations vis work by Shattock, 2003; 2006; Birnbaum, 2000;

Hannan & Silver, 2000 and many, many others).

The UK academic jobs website, jobs.ac.uk, advertises an extensive list of university man-
agement posts that, typically, take a noticeably uncritical line on the purpose, nature, and

practice of strategy:

“Reporting directly to the Deputy Vice-Chancellor Research and Innovation (DVC
R&lI), we are looking for an exceptional individual to take on this challenging new
role. Working with the DVC R&I and with internal and external stakeholders, you
will develop a clear strategy, change programme and implementation plan to integrate
and deliver a new research and innovation strategy, to achieve clearly defined success
criteria.”

The advertisement asks, entirely unselfconsciously, for a “clear strategy” in order to deliver a
“strategy”. Other vocabulary will be more than familiar to the university community: “change
programme”, “stakeholders”, “implementation”, “integrate”, “deliver”, “innovation” and,
perhaps most ominously, “success criteria”. It is easy for anyone working in a modern uni-
versity to imagine the activities, materials, and expectations generated by the successful ap-
plicant. It is also easy to imagine the kinds of materials, structures and processes that will
more generally mandate, control, and set the boundaries for strategy production and imple-

mentation.

This advertisement, one example of many encountered during the production of this thesis,
positions the university’s expectations of the nature and function of strategy firmly within a
planning mode (Mintzberg, 1973; 1978), albeit with the obligatory nods to communication
and stakeholder theories that post-millennium fashion requires (Birnbaum, 2000). Strategy
production in this ontology is a centralised activity undertaken by named strategists (in this
example, a new Director of Research and Innovation), is mandated and validated by senior
managers (the Deputy Vice-Chancellor for Research and Innovation) and takes place in re-
cognised locations with the managed participation of admissible stakeholders, both internal

and external. At its heart is the explicit assumption that the expert production of the strategic

1 University of Leeds recruitment advertisement, last retrieved on 12th September 2016 http://www.jobs.ac.uk/
job/AOO162/director-of-research-and-innovation-integration-and-advancement/
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plan (the material manifestation of organisational intent) is fundamental to achieving organ-

isational outcomes and that the process of its production is rational, visible, controllable, and

its outcomes are measurable.

Of course, higher education is not alone in its enthusiasm for this widely practised planning
mode of strategy production (Rigby & Bilodeau, 2011; Whittington, 2006; Wolf & Floyd,
2013). Regardless of evidence from the wider management literature (see the survey conduc-
ted by Mankins & Steele, 2006), and from the international higher education sector (Kezar et
al., 2017; Tight, 2014; Deem 2017) suggesting that managers in many different types of or-
ganisation and in different types of educational institution are dissatisfied with the emphasis
on planning as the primary strategic mode, this criticism has had little impact on situated
strategy practices or the deterministic expectations placed on material strategy ‘products’ in-
cluding strategic plans and their multiple material sub-categories of documents and struc-

tures, memos, edicts, annual reviews, and countless other organisational products.

Although researchers have been expressing doubts about the relationship between planning
modes of strategy production and implementation and positive organisational outcomes for at
least 30 years (see, for example, Andersen, 2000; 2004; Hopkins & Hopkins, 1997; Miller &
Cardinal, 1994; Powell, 1992), similar criticisms from the practitioner domain have inevit-
ably tended towards the local and anecdotal. As a practitioner and researcher in the field,
working as a consultant to higher education institutions developing or managing the imple-
mentation of strategic plans (see, for example, Gordon & Owen, 2006; Nicol & Owen, 2009;
Owen 2013; Owen et al., 2013; Rattray et al., 2013; Owen & Gordon, 2014) I have often
been frustrated with the disproportionate focus placed on the careful crafting of the carrier
materials of normative strategy content (or ‘the strategic plan’) and the relative lack of in-
terest in what is actually going on in the organisation as staff, students, and other stakeholders

navigate their own social and material realities.

Consider again the advertisement reproduced at the beginning of this section. As well as em-
bodying assumptions about who conducts the practice of strategy production and about how
and where that practice is conducted, it also communicates expectations about what consti-
tutes effective strategic practice. In materialising its intent, the organisation articulates its de-

sire to achieve a deterministic relationship between the artefacts of strategy produced by
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mandated strategists and the actions of the people working in the wider organisation. ‘Good’

strategies incorporate performance measures that check the effectiveness of this relationship.
Managers are trained to work within an implementationist paradigm that offers solutions to
perceived blockages or barriers to uptake of organisational aims that achieve the stated mile-
stones and endpoints of the plan. Indeed, managerial identity and value is widely perceived as
analogous to the positive organisational outcomes achieved through fidelity to pre-determ-
ined strategy objectives as codified in the documentation that is shaped and made material by
strategy committees or other decision-making apparatus (Shattock, 2003; Deem, 1998;
Hazelkorn, 2015; Miller, 2016; McCaffery, 2018). There is no question that materials play a
central role in strategy production, in who is mandated (or ‘allowed to be’) a strategist; in de-
termining what is within the purview of strategic attention, when, and for how long; and in
what counts as strategic ‘success’ or ‘failure’, but those materials which are deemed to
‘count’ are seemingly inescapably the controlled, deliberate, and crafted manifestations of

managerial intent.

More recent trends in higher education strategy production (for example, experiments with
“open strategy” in which technology is used to open the strategising process to participation
from wider stakeholder groups (Rapp et al., 2017; Saile et al., 2017), or new voices (Kezar et
al., 2018) challenging the rationalist industrialisation and marketisation of higher education
organisation and management) do little or nothing to disrupt this ontology of strategy, its at-
tendant theory of change or the determinist primacy of the materialised macro-level strategy
product, no matter who is involved in drafting it, what processes contributed to its produc-

tion, or what its content might be.

As a situated strategy practitioner, however, I have questioned the extent to which the macro-
strategy product (the strategic plan and its sub-manifestations of policies, guidelines and rub-
rics) is the primary determinant of organisational behaviour and therefore of organisational
outcome. As Mintzberg reminds us, the planning mode of strategy is only one possible mode
of many alternative sub-divisions in an eclectic domain of belief and doing (Mintzberg, 1978;
2000; 2001; Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). The rationalist, technocratic assumption that distrib-
uted behaviour follows centralised intent via the practices, structures and materials of macro-

strategy making is just that: an assumption.
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In questioning this all-encompassing organisational ontology, we might also usefully begin to

question other aspects of what we mean by strategy, who is able to strategise, where that
activity might take place, and what a broader understanding of the relations that provide the
context of strategy production might tell us beyond the deterministic rationalism of the stra-
tegic plan. In other words, do other types of activities, people, locations and materials ‘count’
as much as (or even more than) these organisational products in determining organisational

outcome?

Two bodies of literature form the basis of this thesis, and their creative unification forms the
principal contribution to strategy studies of this work. The first, strategy as practice (or s-as-
p), has offered an alternative approach to the performance-oriented paradigms of mainstream
strategy studies by focusing instead on the how strategy is constrained and enabled by pre-
vailing social and organisational practices (Jarzabkowski, 2005; Vaara & Whittington, 2009;
Golshorki et al., 2010; Jarzabkowski et al., 2007). This work is characterised by what Vaara
& Whittington (2009) describe as a ‘closeness’ to the world of strategy practitioners and to
observation of the social and practical negotiations that are required to establish organisation-

al decisions and thus ‘strategy’.

A second body of literature, actor network theory (or ANT), shares some characteristics with
s-as-p, in that it too pays close observational attention to activities in the real world and ac-
knowledges complexities and difficulties in the ways in which actions and/or practices
emerge in real contexts (Law & Hassard, 1999; Latour, 2007; Callon & Latour, 1992; Callon,
1986).

One of the central ideas of ANT is that the material world is indivisible from the human one
and that paying close attention to humans and what they do does not make sense without also
paying attention to non-human ‘things’ (and, not uncontroversially, what they do). As Law &
Singleton (2014, pg. 382) argue, “... if we want to understand anything we have to think
carefully about how it was practised in all its material forms, or to put it a little more care-
fully, how the practices worked to generate particular material combinations and forms”. In
the world(view) of ANT, human action is both constrained and facilitated by the material
world, but human actions also help to shape that material world by bringing together

‘things’ (or by separating them), by making and destroying, by arranging or disrupting ar-
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rangements and so on. Everything, the ‘stuff’ that comprises the phenomenon we are inter-

ested in examining more closely (in the case of this thesis, organisational strategy, but the
subject could be anything at all: for example, Michael Callon’s (1986) seminal study of scal-
lops), is all tangled up together. Whilst s-as-p and ANT share a common interest in practice or
practices, and some common logics in terms of the methodologies that might best suit empir-
ical study (particularly observation), bringing an ANT-flavoured sensibility to the domain of
s-as-p offers the potential for a novel re-scoping of the empirical space of the extant s-as-p
literature, which has tended towards a conservative-with-a-small-c definition of strategy pro-

duction.

The ‘problem’ with s-as-p, at least as a body of empirical work, is the same problem en-
countered in the experience of real-life strategy I introduce above: that ‘strategy’ as an organ-
isational phenomenon is largely conceptualised as singular. In other words, strategy is these
people doing these things in this place using these tools and techniques and creating these
outputs. Despite calls to broaden and/or ‘flatten’ s-as-p’s ontology (see, for example, Seidl &
Whittington, 2014, Kouamé & Langley, 2018; Jarzabkowski et. al., 2016), much of the re-
sponse to these calls to date remains in the theoretical or philosophical domains (Vaara &

Whittington, 2012) with little in the way of empirical accounts.

One obvious difficulty might be that, despite the influence of Mintzberg and others in charac-
terising differing modes of strategy making, the phenomenon of strategy is much easier to
identify and to observe if it is treated as a singular and unitary phenomenon (albeit with ad-
missible sub-modes) rather than something multiple and diffuse. Thus, whilst reviews of the
field note the utility of an extension into the wider macro-organisation (Vaara & Whittington,
2012), empirical studies remain rare and their scope is largely confined to, for want of a bet-
ter phrase, things that are recognisably related to institutionally-acknowledged macro-
strategy. So expeditions outside the boardroom tend to still alight on managers as sources of

insight (for example, in the process-influenced work of Paroutis & Pettigrew, 2007).

1.2 Some alternative views of strategy

The research presented in this thesis draws on alternative theories of strategy production that

cross the Cartesian divide between thinking and doing and ask us to pay attention to activities
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and actions beyond normative expectations of what strategy is, who ‘does’ strategy and where

this ‘doing’ takes place. Mintzberg’s (1978; 2000; 2001) theories of strategy as organisational

behaviour or ‘pattern’ provide a logical starting point:

“As pattern, strategy focusses on action, reminding us that the concept is an empty
one if it does not take behaviour into account. Strategy as pattern also introduces an-
other important phenomenon in organisations, that of convergence, the achievement
of consistency in behaviour. How does this consistency form, where does it come
from? Realised strategy is an important means of conceiving and describing the direc-
tion actually pursued by organisations, and when considered alongside strategy as
plan, encourages us to consider the notion that strategies can emerge as well as be de-
liberately imposed.” (Mintzberg, 2001 pp. 20-21)

Mintzberg’s conception of the realised strategy is important, because what is realised (rather
than what is intended) is, of course, the ultimate determinant of organisational outcome. The
ontological shift presented here is away from ‘strategy’ as a content-led organisational phe-
nomenon towards ‘strategy’ as the negotiated outcome of myriad actions, interactions, stimuli
and cues encountered both within and (crucially) beyond the boardroom. This perspective
offers a profound challenge to the normative view that strategy as organisational phenomenon
is a singular, discrete and observable activity that is performed (or perhaps, “enacted” as de-
scribed in the work of the Dutch researcher Annemarie Mol) by one nominated individual or
group, in one location, and at one time. Instead, ‘strategy’ might be better understood as a dis-
tributed, diffuse, multiple, and perhaps ineffable phenomenon that is not as easily observed as
we might hope and may be much less ontologically secure than the advertisement reproduced

at the beginning of this chapter implies.

The literature of strategy-as-practice (or ‘s-as-p') has contributed significantly to our under-
standing of how strategy emerges as organisations are engaged in what might otherwise be
seen as purely rationalist planning modes of strategy production. The practice lens has sup-
ported a creative unification of Mintzberg’s emergent and planning modes by uncovering and
making explicit the “actions, interactions and negotiations of multiple actors and the situated
practices that they draw upon” in accomplishing the activity of strategy production (Jarzab-
kowski et al., 2007, pp. 7-8). The research parameters of the s-as-p domain have been,
broadly, practitioners (the people who do the work of strategy); practices (the social, symbol-

ic and material tools through which strategic work is achieved); and praxis (the flow of activ-
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ity in which strategy is accomplished) (Jarzabkowski, 2005; Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; John-

son et al., 2007; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Whittington, 2006).

The s-as-p domain has offered valuable insight into the nature of strategy by reversing the
conventional assumption that strategies are what organisations /ave, and instead emphasising
strategy as something that people do, with all the concomitant messiness of human activity
(Brown & Duguid, 2000; Rasche & Chia, 2009; Whittington, 2006). Jarzabkowski & Spee’s
(2009) review of the progress made by the s-as-p community offers a further matrix of subdi-
visions within these broad areas of enquiry. Differing configurations of the possible units of
analysis at micro/meso/macro or individual/aggregate/subunit/organisational levels are de-
scribed and categorised, showing the wide variety of practice-oriented responses to the two
problems iterated, if not resolved, in the s-as-p agenda: how to link micro and macro phe-

nomena and how to link strategising activity to organisational outcomes.

The multiplicity and fragmentation (David et al., 2016) created by these seemingly limitless
theoretical configurations (Jarzabkowski, 2004; Johnson et al., 2007; Whittington, 2006; Jar-
zabkowski & Spee, 2009; Vesa & Vaara, 2014; Kouame & Langley, 2017; Burgelman et al.,
2017) has, however, largely failed to generate a body of convincing empirical work relevant
to practitioners, and particularly from the perspective of institutional actors interested in chal-

lenging the conventions of strategy production as a singular and stable phenomenon.

One reason for the lack of transferable or generalisable explanatory empiricism in the s-as-p
domain is perhaps the result of the difficulty in establishing and defending a novel research
tradition, particularly one that sits in opposition to the economic lenses that have dominated
conventional strategy research (Johnson et al., 2003; Chia, 2004). In attempting to humanise
strategy work, s-as-p is only one manifestation of a broader constructivist shift in strategic
management research (Mir and Watson, 2000), but in order to carve out admissible space in a
contested scholarly domain, it has necessarily tended towards empirical conservatism in its
definitions of strategy, strategic practice, and the nature and role of the strategist. This means
that, although s-as-p offers often fascinating insight into the sow of the kinds of strategy pro-
duction we are accustomed to seeing in the university advertisement above, any revolutionary
intent towards re-evaluating normative practices or ontological assumptions about the nature

of strategy is largely subsumed. In other words, s-as-p tells us a great deal about how one
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type of strategy is performed in organisations but rather less about what (or who or where)

actually counts in terms of organisational outcome.

An area of particular interest in the context of this thesis is the broader question of a different
purpose for s-as-p enquiry beyond shedding (albeit such fascinating) light on how organisa-
tional strategy is produced in normative settings. Robert Chia’s oft-cited (2004) paper review-
ing the s-as-p research agenda suggests a direction of travel with emancipatory potential on
two fronts: firstly, by injecting a “much-needed degree of realism” (Chia, 2004) into strategy
studies and secondly, by offering some pathways into the more complex ontological territory
of strategy practices as something that might be observed occurring outside of the meeting

room or strategy workshop and involving different communities or types of actors.

Despite this potential for extension of the research agenda of s-as-p into less clearly-defined
locations and agencies, in general the empirical space of s-as-p to date has paid close obser-
vational focus towards the activities taking place in or around acknowledged strategy produc-
tion locations rather than casting a wider gaze across the organisation. S-as-p research has
largely foregrounded mediated interactions between actors and their communities in clearly
defined spaces and engaging in clearly-defined activities, for example in boardroom meetings
or strategy retreats (Hendry & Seidl, 2003). In the normative ontology of s-as-p, these medi-
ated interactions are central to the shared production of meaning and of the collective intent-
action responses to that meaning that are habitually described as ‘strategy’ (Jarzabkowski,
2005). Amongst other bodies of work, s-as-p has drawn substantially on activity theory (Le-
ontiev, 1978; Vygotsky, 1978) to illuminate “how individual actors, the community, and their
shared endeavours are integrated in the pursuit of activity” (Jarzabkowski, 2005, p. 35) by
identifying, describing and interrogating the structuring practices through which actors may
interact with their human counterparts (Engestrom, 1993) but has to date been less interested
in an extension of activity theory that moves beyond formalised organisational socialities as

the variables of note.

Similarly, in identifying which organisational activities are merely ‘activities’ and which are
‘strategic’ the conclusion of s-as-p enquiry has been largely that senior management (or occa-
sionally middle-management (see: Ahearne et al., 2013; Balogun & Johnson, 2004) for ex-

amples) must be perceived as central to the process of the identification and legitimisation of
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anything which is to be recognised as ‘strategy’ (Hendry, 2000; Johnson et al., 2003; Or-

likowski, 2002; Floyd & Lane, 2000). This is not to say that all strategy production is exclus-
ively top-down or derived entirely from the decisions and actions of a small managerial class,
but that the special roles and responsibilities of managers (particularly in terms of their ac-
countability to boards, funders, and other stakeholders) strongly favours an explanatory mod-
el in which these few senior actors decide what is strategy and what is not. As a result, empir-
ical studies in the s-as-p domain have inevitably tended towards close examination of the
human activities and practices of this strategic ‘class’ to the detriment of any other possible
definitions of ‘the strategic’ in organisation studies, if nothing else because any other locus of

enquiry risks muddying the waters of an already complex and contested epistemology.

The logical inference from this highly-defined empirical space is that determining what prac-
tices or actions occurring in the wider organisation are also ‘strategic’ depends solely on val-
idation from those organisational actors whose job titles, responsibilities, or seniority permit
them determine the boundaries of strategy and where those boundaries bleed into mere ‘activ-
ity’. Of course, sometimes this validation is retrospective: routines or practices that have
emerged in different organisational locations are recognised as valuable and consolidated into
organisation-level policy or strategy documentation: they are materialised as macro-strategy
after undergoing the ritual of admission via legitimate mediating activities and events. How-
ever, it is still these socially legitimating mediations (and the senior staft that largely populate
them) that turn activity into strategy: without them nothing can be labelled strategic (Jarzab-

kowski, 2003; Jarzabkowski & Wilson, 2002).

But what of strategy practice that occurs outside these socially mediated interactions and
structured spaces? Mintzberg does not stipulate where realised strategy occurs (or who is re-
sponsible for its realisation) only that it exists as a phenomenon. Empirical scrutiny of diffuse
and distributed activity is inevitably replete with difficulties, but Regner (2003), for example,
uses empirical techniques to make a distinction between how strategy is practiced centrally,
and how it is practiced at the peripheries of the organisation. In Regner’s model, central (or
‘macro’) strategising inevitably occurs at a remove from direct, local engagement with the
organisational environment. News of local conditions and interactions will reach the centre
but, in Regner’s analysis, are largely understood as evidence either of barriers to pre-defined

organisational aims, or as evidence that implementation of those aims is proving effective.
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For actors in peripheral contexts, the reverse dynamic is true: local interactions and local

conditions are the primary motivators for individuals. The conduct of daily organisational
practice is not thus neatly determined by the content of organisational strategy documents,
but instead by a phronetic? familiarity with what needs to be done and how to do it and the
adoption of adaptive practices in response to changing environmental conditions. For the
macro-level strategist, this duality disrupts the singular and deterministic narrative of macro-
strategy as the planned reality of the organisation. For the micro-level actor, the same duality
complicates how, if at all, macro-strategy intent might be enacted at local level when material
conditions require adaptive practice, or in other words, when strategy production becomes

explicitly multiple in nature.

1.3 Aims of this thesis

If, as Chia (2004) suggests, one important contribution of s-as-p is an injection of “reality”
into strategy studies, then any extension to this particular component of contribution inevit-
ably asks the researcher to confront their own assumptions about reality. This thesis is the
product of my own discomfort with rationalist, technocratic assumptions about strategy and
with the proliferation of ‘command and control’ structures that have transformed higher edu-
cation over the last 25 years but it also a product of a personal discomfort with epistemology
and particularly with assumptions (however pragmatically adopted) about 'how things are and
how they should be understood’. This does not imply a rejection of the value of the empirical
‘reality’ offered to date by s-as-p studies, it just opens up the possibility that (for this re-
searcher at least) presenting a realistic account of strategy production requires an acknow-

ledgment that there is no objective and independent reality upon which we might expect

2 The Aristotelian concept of phronesis, or the practical knowledge that emerges from embodied, practical inter-
action with the material world is separated in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics from other forms of wisdom, and
in particular, from episteme, or scientific reason. The resurgence of interest in phronesis at the beginning of the
early twentieth century in the philosophical works of (amongst others) Heidegger, Gardamer, Vygotsky, and
Bakhtin can be understood as a generalised response to the obsessions of twentieth century modernism and sci-
entific rationalism. However, in the very particular context of this study the concept of phronesis has additional
traction because of the contribution of these writers to theories of education and learning and to theories of art
production and interpretation. Whilst I am wary of over-stating the particularities of my choice of an art school
as the locus of my research, I would argue that the influence of the theory of phronesis on the practices and dis-
positions of academic staff working in higher education organisations sets up an inescapable tension between
the daily business of doing and the perceived scientific rationalism of macro-strategy production, implementa-
tion and monitoring. Staff trained in an art and design discipline may be doubly subject to dispositions of anti-
rationalist dissent, but exploration of such dispositional phenomena belongs to another thesis.
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‘strategy’ to act and that limiting enquiry to a hegemonic ontology of strategy provides at best

a partial view of how the organisation moves towards one outcome rather than another.

In confronting my own assumptions about what it is like to work in an organisation, the most
satisfactory a priori description in which to understand the personal thrust of this thesis is

Bourdieu’s (1977; 1990; 1998) vision of the organisational actor:

“caught up in multiple demands, fleeting impressions, unarticulated possibilities and

incomplete understandings”. Bourdieu (1990, p. 82)

This organisational actor is certainly continually caught in a liminal state in which workplace
multiplicity and heterogeneity (cognitive, sensory, social, political) is normal and perhaps
inescapable. Making sense of the organisation is, for me at least, confusing and fraught with
the potential for misunderstanding. The more regulations, rules, documentation and other
strategic ephemera that pass by my desk, the more complex and confusing the working world
becomes. This seems not to be because each discrete piece of strategy or policy is in itself
confusing (although there is certainly the potential for that outcome) but more because once
that strategy or policy meets the prior world of other strategies and policies, forms to fill in,
procedures to follow, buildings, equipment, and legacy ephemera that might pre-date my own
employment by many decades (or even centuries in an institution like my current place of
employment, which was founded in the 15t century) the less that strategy or policy makes
sense or seems to be actionable. Once the potential for action is lost, the agency of the
strategy product is itself diminished. If, in fact, there is one phenomenon from my own work-
ing life that has informed this thesis, it is the uncomfortable recognition that a strategy or
policy that I have written makes no more sense to me once back in my office than any other

piece of complicating institutional mandate or all the other things that I need to attend to.

As an institutional strategy maker, therefore, I am in no more privileged position than any
other member of staff or other stakeholder and yet what we a// do and manage to achieve is
collectively the de facto outcome of organisational strategy, however confused and comprom-

ised we might be within our environments. The issue, however, is not just one of sense-mak-
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ing of one particular strategy or another, which is a phenomenon already well-established as

an are of enquiry in the s-as-p literature (see, for example: Balogun & Johnson, 2005; Roul-
eau, 2005) but rather of a synthesising (sometimes consciously, sometimes not), of everything
around me in order to act or not act in one way or another. Whilst I am choosing to act, other
people are also making similar choices, responding to their own contexts in a particular way
which might be similar to my own responses or might be substantially different. Is this also

strategy production work?

In a Mintzbergian strategy-as-pattern or realised strategy model the cycles of strategy produc-
tion are largely invisible and there is no single material product that is easily mandated or le-
gitimated as ‘strategy’. If we accept this conceptualisation, then we immediately admit the
ontological extension of strategy not as a hegemonic, unitary phenomenon, but one that is
multiple. In this thesis, I have chosen to reject the assumption that strategy is one single phe-
nomenon, and co-opted instead a problematising literature (Chia & Holt, 1999a; Chia & Holt,
1999 b; Chia & Mackay, 2007; Chia & Rasche, 2010; Tsoukas, 2010) that both contributes to,
and challenges our understanding of, how strategy is practised by drawing attention to the
immanent potential of strategy in macro-contexts (Vaara & Whittington, 2012). The idea of
‘strategy’ offered here is wildly divergent from the model exemplified in the institutional ad-
vertisement that introduced this thesis. One analogy might be a work of conceptual art that is
no less created and no less material than its old master counterpart but is not recognised as
‘art’ by the general public. Like a piece of conceptual art, the ‘makings’ of this form of
strategy may be incomplete, temporary, and confusing. Actors in the strategy realisation pro-
cess may not see themselves as creators or as strategists at all, but merely as individuals ‘cop-
ing’ with the everyday demands of organisational life (Chia & Holt, 2006). To understand the
phenomenon of ‘art’ we can hardly look closely at one mode and ignore the other and simil-

arly we cannot ignore the heterogeneity of strategy work.

However, whilst these ideas may be reasonably well-rehearsed in the theoretical and/or philo-
sophical reaches of the s-as-p literature, empirical strategy enquiry in general, including that
of s-as-p, may be very reasonably tempted to bypass or even ignore this much less definable

or visible phenomenon, except perhaps when it most obviously intersects with ‘normal’
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strategy-making. These intersections may be perceived as benign (see for example, theories

of ‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ change) or they may be perceived as malignant (often the sub-
ject of case studies of strategy implementation in which the divergent activities of the wider
organisation are recognised as barriers to strategic fidelity). We may decide that what is go-
ing on in the wider organisation is not ‘strategy’ at all, but some other phenomenon that
doesn’t fit into the purview of strategy studies. It is, merely, ‘practice’: interesting in itself,
but not a strategy. Certainly, this seems to be the view prevalent in the workplaces I have en-
countered, and chapter 3 of this thesis offers a general overview of my own sector of higher
education and the political and policy contexts that have defined the practice of organisation-

al strategy over the last thirty years or so.

Regardless, the suspicion remains that much of the activity detailed in chapter 3 represents a
performative (see: Mackenzie, 2006) exercise of power relations (not just from senior man-
agers in relation to staff, but from external stakeholders and policy-makers determining the
accountability structures through which strategy must be expressed). This is not to say that
adopting a more heterogenous lens necessarily implies a more authentic set of strategy prac-
tices, but there is clear emancipatory potential in empirically demonstrating alternative modes
of strategy production. One of the major claims of contribution made by the s-as-p com-
munity is indeed the emancipation of strategy research from a narrow understanding of
strategy as economic outcome towards a much broader range of outcomes and there is much
(as yet largely unexplored) potential to re-position narratives of agency in strategy production

away from senior managers and towards the wider organisational population.

Earlier in this chapter, I introduced the ‘standard model’ of strategy ontology as it is largely
practised in my sector of higher education and elsewhere. Materials undoubtably play a key
role in this process: for example, in a strategy-as-planning paradigm the macro-level realisa-
tion of strategy moves from “fantasy” (MacIntosh & Beech, 2010) to fruition when it materi-
alises organisational intent into a strategic plan that satisfies stakeholders. Any subsequent
failure of implementation of the content of that strategic plan is acknowledged (or not) and
incorporated into the next strategic plan (or not). The structures in which these processes oc-
cur are highly visible and the completion of the strategising process is marked by the produc-
tion of new organisational materials (including the strategic plan). Human actors in this

strategising process are recognised as creators: they shape and form intangible beliefs, needs
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and interests into tangible physical forms that are as collectively legitimised and venerated as

an old master in a famous gallery. This is broadly the empirical world of s-as-p, in which we
know what strategy is and how it is practised and what is of interest is the myriad variation in
which a strategy (very determinedly singular) is reached, and in the case of materials, how
the materials in play might acquire at least quasi-agencies. So we see, for example, insights
into the structuring impact of strategic plans (Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2009) or technologies
(Giraudeau, 2008), or even an object as seemingly quotidian as a chair (Hodgkinson &

Wright, 2002).

The general thrust of enquiry into materials and materiality in s-as-p to date is still one, how-
ever, in which human agency is both prior and prime. The strategist in Hodgkinson &
Wrights’s (2002) study, for example, exerts power and thus preference by arranging the chairs
at a meeting in a configuration that she perceives as most beneficial to her. The chairs have
agency because she has used them as carriers of her own intent and are otherwise inert. Out-
side of this mediated and, at least to some extent, controllable space of strategy production

we might find that material ‘things’ are much less inert.

The ontological shift proposed by this thesis is one in which we leave commonly held and
largely homogenous assumptions about the materials of strategy and instead consider a much
more heterogenous landscape in which ‘things’ are taken much more seriously as determin-
ants of (or at very least, prompts towards) certain outcomes. This perspective has roots in
some of the more radical reaches of literature on policy (see, for example, seminal work on
implementation by Hargrove (1985) and on negotiated practices Matland (1995) that prob-
lematised the straightforward transmission of policy intent into policy outcome) but it also
draws most substantially on work by John Law, Vicky Singleton, and Anne Marie Mol
(amongst others broadly identifying together under the umbrella term of Actor-Network-The-
ory or ANT).

Introducing a broader, multiple, vision of strategy as something happening everywhere all the
time is one of the intellectual extensions supported by a creative reconciliation of s-as-p and
ANT as a way of conceptualising strategy. A further extension is suggested by a paradigmatic
shift in ways that agency is acknowledged and made visible, moving away from the broad

equipmentality of much s-as-p research, in which materials are presented as tools of human
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intent, and towards an ANT-influenced view of the material world in which human and ma-

terial agencies might be co-dependent, entangled, or in which materials exert a primacy bey-

ond anything intended or perhaps desired by humans.

ANT offers a useful conceptual escape from homogeneity by allowing a considerable broad-
ening out of territories (of which more in chapter 2 of this thesis) and, crucially, a broadening
out of ontologies that offer the potential to empirically explore the practice of strategy as a
relational phenomenon that is not only concerned with people and their actions or practices,
but also with the rich material contexts that contribute to outcome. An ontology of strategy
that takes more seriously the relationships between humans and ‘things’ (and indeed between
‘things’ and ‘things’) could readily be perceived as yet one more problematising lens, but it
also frees human actors from sole responsibility for organisational action and outcome. In
turn, this might go some way to dismantling the control assumptions that underpin organisa-
tional and supra-organisational assumptions in higher education and elsewhere by focussing
attention on what is not always controllable: for example, what is prior, what is outside of the
dominion of the manager, what is too big (or too small) to attend to, or what is unobservable

or easy to miss.

Borrowing from the literatures of ethnography and archaeology, I co-opt lan Hodder’s (2012)
observation that things do not only have a secondary agency delegated to them by human
actors. The agency of things can also be primary, and this is because, as Hodder argues “...not
because they have intentionality but because they are vibrant and have lives and interactions
of their own” (Hodder, 2012, pg. 68). The next section of this chapter explores how this

concept informs the research presented later in this thesis.

1.4 Research question and contribution

The title of this thesis (“The Stuff of Strategy”) is intended to draw attention not just to the
material contexts in which human agents act, but also to orient the reader towards the more
controversial concept of material agency. Why is a consideration of non-human or material
agency a useful concept in the context of strategy studies when strategy is surely a human
phenomenon? One immediate response to this question might relate back to Bourdieu’s epi-

stemology in which human knowledge and experience is expressed through the simple fact of

Catherine Owen The Stuff of Strategy 2022



25
the co-incidence between an individual’s structural connection with both the material and the

social world. In other words, strategy (like all human phenomena) isn’t just a social activity
but one that has a material context and material implications. To understand more about the
reality of strategy we cannot ignore the material world and we might also usefully ask wheth-
er the materials around us are indeed inert servants of human intent or (as Hodder (2012) and
others suggest) might exert different, and unexpected, forms of agency as strategy is pro-

duced.

A second issue of concern is that it is the material context that delineates the lines between
the kinds of normative strategy production described earlier in this chapter and the kinds of
strategy production that might occur in other places and with other practices across the organ-
isation. In other words, material things define and legitimise some forms of strategy produc-
tion that are systematically privileged over others. These material things might include build-
ings, rooms, documents, organisational structures, charts, memos, PowerPoint slides, Post-it
notes and any manner of other objects that individually or separately create the mise en scene
in which strategy is performed (and these kinds of objects have indeed received some illu-
minating attention in the s-as-p literature). If, however, we are prepared to accept the ontolo-
gical extension proposed by Chia (2004), then strategy production is surely practised in re-
sponse to, and with, a different and wider panoply of materials that might exert different and

unexpected forms of agency that are as yet unidentified or unexamined in the literature.

This thesis is therefore concerned with two initial problematising questions: firstly, what use-
ful insights on the nature of strategy might be gained by considering the agency of material
‘things’ in strategy production activities? And, secondly, can a consideration of material
agency shed further light on the relationship between strategy produced in the boardroom and

strategy produced elsewhere in the organisation?

S-as-p has certainly made progress towards a more explicit consideration of the role of the
material world in strategy production. Since I started work on this thesis, the ‘material turn’
in s-as-p has become much more visible in the literature (Jarzabkowski & Pinch, 2013; Jarz-
abkowski, Spee & Smets, 2013; Le & Spee, 2014; Dameron et al., 2015; Paroutis et al., 2015;
Belmondo & Saris-Roussel, 2015; Carlile, 2015; Werle & Seidl, 2015), helped along substan-
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tially by a special edition of the British Journal of Management edited by Stephanie Damer-

on, Jane K. Le, and Curtis LeBaron.

The alignment of empirical studies within this emerging territory with the literature(s) of ma-
teriality has tended largely towards the socio-materialities pursued fruitfully in other discip-
linary areas (perhaps most influentially, the work of Wanda Orlikowski in the domain of
technology and organisational behaviour and of Karin Knorr-Cetina in economic anthropo-
logy and sociology). In line with the generalised epistemological agnosticism of the s-as-p
field, the differing theoretical positions of these (and other writers interested in materiality)
have perhaps been less of a concern to the broad s-as-p community than the curiosity-led util-
ity of novel ‘lenses’ through which to observe strategy production in otherwise normative set-
tings. A potential ‘gap’ in this work is one common to empirical studies exploring socio-ma-
terialities in terms of agency: that is, a tendency to focus more on the ‘socio’ aspects of the

dynamic and rather less on the ‘material’, particularly when considering issues of agency.

Materiality and the question of material agency might equally shed additional light on
strategy production that takes place outside of these normative settings, in the way suggested
by Chia (2004) and subsequently by (amongst others) Chia & Holt (2006). In the context of a
wider ontology of strategy, the questions of which materials and where and in what relation-
ship to humans and human practices in strategy production might themselves offer a contri-
bution to methodological and theoretical debates about the application of material theories in
empirical contexts, but a further hypothesis driving this thesis is that by paying attention to
these competing material contexts of strategy production we might shed light on the relation-
ship between strategy produced in normative settings and strategy produced elsewhere in the

organisation.

My thesis is therefore situated in a dialogue with emerging work on materiality in the s-as-p
domain, but also draws on theories of sociomateriality and agency that have emerged from
other literatures including those of information technology and organisation studies (Or-
likowski, 2000); medicine (Mol, 2002; Mol & Law, 1994); Knorr-Cetina (economics and so-
ciology); and archaeology (Hodder, 2012; Shanks, 2020). In particular, the application of
ideas presented under the umbrella term of Actor-Network-Theory or ANT (Latour, 1993,
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1996; Law, 2004) has offered a more conceptually radical way of thinking about humans and

materials as entangled: that is, as co-producers of phenomena and, ultimately of ‘reality’.

Perhaps the particular contribution that ANT might make to organisational/business and man-
agement studies is its insistence on a flat ontology that does not privilege one kind of actor
over another or indeed, humans over non-human actors (or ‘actants’ in Latour’s neologism).
ANT presents instead an entangled world in which actions, even those of the most powerful,
are only one component in a network and are, as a result, subject to the same fragility and
reversibility as everything else. If ‘things’ depend on humans for their existence, then humans
are also dependent on ‘things’ for our existence and it is through those dependencies that we
might better understand the phenomenon of strategy as a pragmatic response to a dynamic

human/’thing co-construction of reality.

The ‘flatness’ of ANT might indeed particularly lend itself to an exploration of variant forms
of organisational strategy production because of the democratising effect of approaching
everything, human or not, as a potentially significant actant. Although opinions vary (see:
Harman, 2016 for a lengthy breakdown of objections to ANT’s claims of contribution) about
the emancipatory intent under-pinning ANT, the concept of entanglement certainly seems to
offer the potential for alternative narratives not only about how strategy is practiced and by
whom and where but also a useful correction to assumptions of human primacy (and perhaps

to human hubris).

My research question responds to this concept of entanglement and to the potential for non-

human agency by asking:
“why does material agency count in the production of organisational strategy?”

This formulation centres material (and how material might be agentic) as the focus of the
work whilst acknowledging the complexity of drawing a boundary line between primary and
secondary agencies (in other words, between material agencies that are co-produced with
humans and those which might not depend on human action or intervention). The potential
for differing ontological approaches to the concepts of “entanglement” and “production” of-
fer useful space for discussion and re-theorising in the later chapters of this thesis, but the
overall aim is to draw attention to what counts rather than what might be understood as per-

formance.
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1.5 Research methods

In the tradition of research in s-as-p, I have chosen to adopt a qualitative, grounded theory
approach, harnessing ethnographic methods to observe and describe emergent strategy pro-
duction activities and practice(s) both within and outside normative strategy contexts. Draw-
ing on Schatzki (2002) I have chosen to focus on a single site (a UK higher education institu-
tion of art and design, hereafter ‘The School’) as the boundary of my study, albeit with the
recognition that The School includes multiple locations, and what constitutes the boundaries
of The School may be subjective, given its considerable reach into the civic and cultural fab-

ric of its host city and beyond.

Unlike the majority of empirical research designs in s-as-p I have chosen to adopt the kind of
agnostic a priori approach more common to anthropology and not to privilege one kind of
strategy production context over another. An exploration of normative strategy production
might, for example, choose to isolate one particular group of strategists and observe their en-
counters as they meet to develop a particular strategy. Extending the ontology of strategy to
include people who might not be actively producing strategy in a conscious or deliberate way
opens up the empirical space in ways that are both liberating and daunting. Similarly, the
‘flat’ epistemology of ANT and the concept of agency as a function of entanglements creates
both liberating and daunting potential in the identification of which entanglements (and in-
deed how to recognise an entanglement when one sees one). A further, but fundamental com-
plexity is how to identify which materials are relevant and how those materials might be un-

derstood to ‘act’.

In response to these complexities, I adopted a research design based on that used by the ANT-
influenced3 ethnographer Annemarie Mol for her book The Body Multiple (2003). Mol’s ap-
proach seems particularly apposite for this study because her underpinning idea is one of (as
characterised in Jensen & Winthereik’s (2005) review of her book) “doubt” rather than “con-
fidence” in the idea that her chosen phenomenon (in her case, disease, in my case, strategy, is

comfortably singular and knowable). The varied people that Mol observes in a large hospital

3 There is some argument about whether Mol and her frequent collaborator John Law might be considered
“post-ANT” researchers.
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are engaged individually and collectively in myriad material practices focussed on the dia-

gnosis and treatment of a single disease:

“A singular underlying object is replaced by a multiplicity of intricately related practices. The
traditional hierarchy of sciences (physics, chemistry, biology, psychology, sociology), and the
strict division of labour that goes along with it, is replaced by an assemblage of situated en-
actments, which also opens new avenues for engagements, interferences and co-enactment
between people and professions of all sorts.” (Jensen & Winthereik, 2005 pg. 267)

Mol observes these activities by inserting herself into the daily life of the hospital and (enjoy-
ing some considerable access) watching and listening as professionals and patients produced
or ‘enacted’ the disease of arthrosclerosis. Similarly, my research took advantage of an un-
usual level of access to a research location to observe as staff and students at a higher educa-
tion institution moved through various contexts and I observed a wide variety of activities
and encounters, using the same technique of ‘attentiveness’ adopted by Mol (of which more
in chapter 4 of this thesis). The attentiveness Mol paid to the practice networks of people and
things which together co-produce the phenomenon of disease was, in my research, similarly
focused on the practice networks that together might produce strategy. Mol’s methodology is
not, either, purely observational. She interviews the people that move into her purview as she
situates herself in her chosen locations of practice. Similarly, my research included the collec-
tion of interview data and its subsequent presentation in the context of a ‘rich’ description
emulating that of Mol’s, although later chapters of my thesis show some of the limitations of

this form of elicitation.

Mol was in the helpful position of being able to collect ad hoc verbal testimony from the
people whose activities she observed and could ask questions throughout her encounters. This
wasn’t possible for me in most of my observational work and to produce the same level of
‘rich’ data collection and presentation in Mol’s work, I needed to elicit verbal account of
practice from participants. In line with the emancipatory aims of the work (freeing ‘strategy’
from the confines and legitimations of senior management) and wary of imposing a priori
expectations about practices, materials (or indeed strategy) I used the ‘interview to the
double’ technique resurrected by Nicolini (2009) in response to the need for elicitation tech-

niques which uncover rich descriptions of practice and accounts of engagement with material

contexts (Gheradi, 2005).
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Nicolini’s protocol has roots in the radical trade union movement in 1950s Italy and asks in-

terviewees to imagine that they have a double who will take their place in their workplace on
the following day. The interviewee is asked to provide the necessary detailed instructions that
will ensure that the double is not unmasked. Use of this single elicitation construct rather than
semi-structured questions provokes a ‘stream-of-consciousness’ statement rather than con-
sidered answers to questions that pre-impose a framework of meaning on practices in situ
and, in its use of the second person (“you will need to...”), tends to produce more revealing
data and far more clues about how practice relates to the material environment (for example:
“you’re supposed to open both the doors but the left one sticks, so if I were you I wouldn’t
bother...”). In all a diverse group of thirty members of staff from across the organisation (in-
cluding student sabbatical officers) participated, resulting in 30 transcripts of elicitations that

I used to enrich my observational narratives.

Finally, in a further enrichment in line with the presentation style adopted by Mol, I took
hundreds of photographs during the research phase. A selection of these photographs is re-
produced in the resulting text in the same way as they are presented in Mol’s book*, but a
more detailed critical discussion of how the photographs were used in analysis and narrative

construction appears in chapters 4 and 6 of this thesis.

1.6 Thesis Structure
This thesis is presented in three parts.

The first part (chapter 2) locates the work in the context of the literature of strategy-as-prac-
tice or s-as-p and discusses how interest in strategy production as organisational action has
both reinforced and problematised normative assumptions about who produces strategy strat-
egy and where as well as how. In this section, I critically explore ideas of strategy production
as both a response to material conditions as well as a materialisation of intent, both in tradi-
tional strategy-production settings and outside of those settings as strategy emerges in broad-
er ways across the organisational community. A further section introduces work undertaken in

the domain of ANT and offers a discussion of the potential for a creative ‘marriage’ of on-

4 Largely as illustration, which deserves the more critical discussion presented in chapter 6 of this thesis.
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tologies and research approaches between these two literatures. This chapter concludes with a

discussion of the potential and limitations of this work to date and re-introduces the research

agenda and the research questions that informs this thesis.

The second part of this thesis presents the research context and methodology. Chapter 3 is a
brief supporting overview of the current higher education climate, drawing on recent litera-
ture to contextualise and focus the study and to make the case for locating the research in a
higher education institution. This chapter introduces the wider policy environment of the or-
ganisation and critically examines the forces shaping higher education provision and the
structures, systems and under-pinning assumptions that reinforce normative strategy practice.
This chapter concludes with a vignette of the higher education institution in which the re-

search is located.

Chapter 4 describes the research methodology and the research process, starting with a dis-
cussion of the theoretical assumptions underpinning the work and of the decision-making that
led to the research context and that produced the research design. This chapter outlines how
the four rich descriptive narratives supporting this thesis were developed and constructed,
including details of the time-frame of the research, securing research access to the organisa-
tion and to organisational activities, selection of interview participants and the process of data
collection. A further section discusses how the data analysis was conducted and describes the
analytical framings employed and the presentation styles derived from ethnographic practice
in a dialogue with Mol’s work. The chapter concludes with initial reflections on the value of
the methodologies used, the challenges faced by the researcher and a reflexive account of the

research process, discussions that are further elaborated in chapter 6.

The third and final part of the thesis presents findings, a discussion and conclusions. Chapter
5 is an extended personal ethnography of the research context based on observational and ex-
periential data, drawing on my adopted synthesis of techniques used by Annemarie Mol and
David Nicolini to create four rich descriptive accounts from the organisation using testimon-

ies, photographs, and observational data.

Chapter 6 re-locates the findings within the literature reviewed in chapter 2 in a discussion
that further develops theories of material agency in the context of strategy production. The

chapter revisits the research question and presents the contribution made by the thesis in three
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main areas: the literature of materiality; the literature of s-as-p; and the literature of strategy

studies, with a particular emphasis on methodology and the complexities and limitations
faced by the researcher. A final section re-visits the question of “the stuff of strategy” and

suggests further areas of enquiry.
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2 Literature Review

In this chapter I explore how the concepts of ‘material’ and ‘materiality’ have been addressed
in the literature of strategy as practice. I critically summarise how researchers across the
domain have varied in their theoretical, empirical, and methodological leveraging of ‘the
material’in the pursuit of strategy and consider the potential of further exploration of mater-
ial agency as an explanatory theory in strategy production by invoking concepts from a fur-
ther literature: that of actor-network theory or ANT. This is important because the emerging
interest in material agency as it might relate to strategy work also offers us ways of extending
close observational readings of how strategy is produced towards a more radical perspective
on the nature of organisational strategy.

“Not surprising, though, that we should cling to a world of things!. Instability and
transience are relative, and what we see as things are indeed slower to change, and
harder to analyse into movement, than the more short-lived phenomena we classify as
events. They offer us a way of locating ourselves.”

Michael Frayn (2006) The Human Touch: Our Part in the Creation of the Universe.

Macmillan.

“’Cause we are living in a material world/And I am a material girl”

Madonna Material Girl (1984) Written by Peter Brown & Robert Rans. Sony/ATV
Music Publishing LLC, Tratore.
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2.1 Introduction
The genesis of the material turn in strategy studies might be reasonably ascribed to a 2009
paper by Andreas Rasche and Robert Chia in which the authors explore what elements or
factors should be considered when researching strategy practices and how the research pro-
cess itself might be conceptualised. When I started work on this thesis, the literature of mater-
iality in strategy studies was almost entirely unpopulated. Broadening my search to include
the wider domain of management and organisational studies proved barely more fruitful. In
the past five years, a small number of edited volumes (Carlile et al., 2013; Mitev & De
Vaujany, 2013; Nama et al., 2018) and a special edition of the British Journal of Management
edited by Stephanie Dameron, Jane K. Le, and Curtis LeBaron have opened up the field, but
the relationship between materiality, practice, and change remains under-theorised and under-

represented in the empirical literature (Boxenbaum et al., 2018).

Whilst interest in materiality is not new, theoretical and/or empirical contributions have ten-
ded to be diffuse across a number of domains in organisational and social studies and have
maybe made less of an impact in our field of strategy than they might had they been associ-
ated with just one strand of literature (Carlile et al., 2013). We might also speculate about the
difficulty of incorporating the kinds of ideas about materials and materiality that are emer-
ging in other fields (and notably, for example in environmental studies) into our branch of
strategy enquiry that has characterised itself as a return to the human in direct opposition to
technocratic views of the organisation. My suspicion (although not one rehearsed in any of
the s-as-p literature, which tends to eschew any direct commentary on politics or policy) is
that another barrier to considering materials as an important part of a broader and flatter onto-
logy of strategy practice is that materials cannot be held accountable for the agencies ascribed
to them. In chapter 3 of this thesis, I provide a critical précis of the political and policy envir-
onment of my own industry of higher education, but it has also been interesting to speculate
throughout the research activities informing this thesis about the wider political implications
of demonstrating that humans and human practices are not the sole determinants of strategic

outcome.

The research traditions of strategy process and strategy practice, concerned as they are with

human practices and processes, have tended inevitably to draw on theories of socio-material-

Catherine Owen The Stuff of Strategy 2022



35
ity, in which human and material are mutually entangled, rather than on any alternative con-

ceptual formulation that particularly foregrounds material agencies. Much of this research
tradition of socio-materiality has emerged from the literature of technology and technology-
in-organisations (Leonardi, 2012; Orlikowski, 2000; 2007; 2009) and it conceptualises mater-
iality in a particular way. Although the kinds of materials that find their way into the s-as-p
literature have a physical mode of being (shape, mass, volume, location) or a digital structure
with its own set of rules or routines that shape human practice, these characteristics are al-
most invariably intertwined with that of human beings without whose active involvement
remains inert and inconsequential. When studying materiality as a constitutive element of
strategy, the strong implication is that we can only consider its role if we also consider the
social context of its use and meaning. Without the social realm, material is unable to assert

agency (Boxenbaum et al., 2018).

More generally, the literature of strategy as practice or s-as-p directs attention to what Vaara
et al., (2004, pg. 4) describe as the “the myriad of micro-processes and practices that make up
strategies”. In considering strategy not as something that organisations /zave, but something
that they do, s-as-p has drawn attention to Zow something becomes strategic through the ac-
tions and practices of the strategist, or (as, for example, Beauregard’s (2012) study of urban
planning demonstrates), how the current state of the world and its many possible future itera-
tions might interact as strategists make sense of their surroundings, discuss and debate re-

sponses, and conjure a possible future.

Strategy-as-practice offers an alternative to the performance-oriented focus of traditional
strategy enquiry by looking closely at what actually happens when strategy is developed and
implemented (Golsorkhi et al., 2010) or more prosaically “how it was all made to
happen” (Samra-Fredricks, 2003, pg. 152). The wider ‘practice lens’ has emerged as a key
conceptual approach to understanding central questions about how agency and structure, (and
individual action and institutions) are linked in social systems, cultures, and organisations

(Bourdieu, 1980; Foucault, 1977; Giddens, 1984; de Certeau, 1984; Schatzki, 2002).

In the empirical domain of s-as-p, close observational focus is directed towards the human
activities taking place in or around acknowledged strategy production locations, in a critique

of conventional strategy theory (which is, as Jarzabkowski & Spee (2009) have pointed out,
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strangely depopulated). This strand of empirical work includes a variety of theoretical posi-

tionings and methodological lenses but has largely tended towards a social constructivist
paradigm (Mir & Watson, 2000) that foregrounds the actions and agency of human individu-
als in clearly defined spaces, engaging in clearly-defined strategising activities, generally
within a community of practice that includes other actors contributing to the same strategic
outcomes. In other words, s-as-p focuses attention on what is happening in the meeting room,
workshop, or management office when strategists work together to produce organisational

strategy.

This concept of mandated activity and of mediated spaces is central to prevailing models of s-
as-p enquiry (Jarzabkowski, 2005) and illuminate (as Jarzabkowski describes) “how indi-
vidual actors, the community, and their shared endeavours are integrated in the pursuit of
activity” (Jarzabkowski, 2005 p. 35) by identifying, describing and interrogating the structur-
ing practices through which actors may interact with their surroundings and with others to
produce strategy (Engestrom, 1993). These mediated interactions are central to the shared
production of meaning, and of the collective intent-action responses to that meaning that are
habitually described as ‘strategy’. The activity or activities being observed are those of the
socially and structurally mandated strategist producing strategy that will itself subsequently

enjoy similar social and structural status within the organisation?.

We should make here a distinction between practice and practices. Practice is the actual
activity, events, or work of strategy, while practices are those traditions, norms, rules, and
routines through which the work of strategy is constructed (Turner, 1994; Whittington, 2002).
Much of the literature on strategy-as-practice actually deals with practices, those persistent
socio-cultural artefacts through which strategy is instantiated. For example, s-as-p pays atten-
tion to the form filling and number crunching (Whittington, 1996), strategy documents
(Hendry, 2000), board meetings and awaydays (Hendry and Seidl, 2003), and formal operat-
ing procedures (Jarzabkowski, 2003) that are both explicitly and implicitly involved in the
production of strategy, and which comprise much of the normative strategy production that I
have encountered in organisations. The intention of s-as-p is not to present a narrative of a
discrete and atypical strategy production event in which something surprising or unconven-

tional takes place, but instead to focus analytical attention on the practices that are so in-
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grained in organisational life that they are largely invisible to the people practising them in

order to gain new insights.

This is not to say, of course that s-as-p is necessarily limited in its scope. Indeed the broad-
ness of definitions of ‘practices’ within the theoretical and methodological territories of s-as-p
to date (Kohtamadki et al., 2021) represents an explicit desire within the research community
to remain open to potentialities. Golsorkhi et al. (2010) have pointed to three inter-connected
areas of interest in a general direction of travel that variously foreground a) situated social
practices in identifiable settings or locations; b) sensitivity to the indivisible relationship
between individual action (or individual agency) and the wider context of social realities in
which that action takes place (and in which agency is exercised); and c) how action and
agency is solidified or even “reified” (Golsorkhi et al., 2010, pg. 3) into social structures that
either constrain or enable further action or agency. The focus is, however, ineluctably on hu-
man beings interacting in human settings, and indeed we can understand the genesis and in-
tellectual thrust of the SAP literature in terms of ‘humanising’ strategy, an agenda explicitly
identified by Pettigrew (2002); Tsoukas (2005); Jarzabkowski & Spee (2009); Spee & Jarz-
abkowski (2011); and Brown & Thompson (2013) amongst others.

However, in focusing on the human activity of strategy production, we cannot ignore the role
of the non-human in the practices under scrutiny. This is not to call for a return to a rationalist
interest in the content of strategy, but to draw attention instead to the objects, locations, doc-
uments and other materials created and/or leveraged by humans producing strategy or, per-
haps (and this is the root of the question guiding this thesis), themselves exerting agency in
that same activity of production. The discourse adopted by, amongst others, Golsorkhi et al.,
(2010), Bencharki et al., (2012) or Heartless & Jacobs (2008) indeed encourages a move past
a perceived equipmentality of materials as inert tools to be used by human actors according to
human preferences and agency and hints instead (either implicitly or explicitly) that the ma-
terial ‘things’ themselves have a role in strategy production that transcends the purely human
and suggests (as yet under-explored) manifestations of agency. Similarly, for example, when
Golsorkhi et al., (2010) describe the products of strategy making as “reifying” new social
structures, it seems impossible to disentangle those new socialities from the material com-
ponents (memoranda of understanding, contracts, rules, rubrics, protocols) created as part of

that structure that also both fix and direct the putative new order.
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Despite this focus on the human, and on human preferences, research that hints at a less pass-

ive role for the material world has infiltrated the domain. For example, work by Spee & Jarz-
abkowski (2011) and Vaara et al. (2010) has shown how the communicative dimensions of
the strategic planning process are mediated through text and by the creative co-authoring of
strategic documents. This might sound as though human strategists are doing all the heavy
lifting, but the scenario is complicated by tendency of textual formats like strategy documents
to replicate themselves in a repetitive cycle of inherited normativity: in other words, the doc-
uments themselves dictate how new documents should look and what they might contain.
Thus, humans and objects are presented in a socio-material entangling that acknowledges the
structuring and institutionalising effects of strategy documents on humans. Whether we
choose to see these effects as evidence of material agency in strategy production depends
largely on how we choose to conceptualise what these documents are. Do we understand
them only as passive carriers of human intent (in which case the agencies they might seem to
display are really just about one group of humans communicating expectations to another) or

is there something else at play which is more than information carrying?

More recently, Vasquez et al. (2018) present observational work in a community organisation
showing how matters of concern to community members become matters of authority
through a pattern of communication practices in which the voicing and collective negotiation
of matters of concern is supplanted by the materialisation of those matters of concern through
written texts, and how those texts gain additional legitimacy once they are incorporated into
further documents that are authored by recognised strategists or decision-makers and gain the
label of ‘strategic matters’. These legitimising or constraining effects are just as true for the
original authors of the strategy as they are for organisational actors reading a strategy docu-
ment for the first time. The strategy object perpetuates beyond its original purpose and replic-
ates itself because new strategies or policies are expected to refer back to its content. It delin-
eates possible fields of meaning or action and makes others either inadmissable or impossible
to access and these epistemic effects are amplified as further strategising takes place in a ref-

erential and recursive loop.

Paradoxically, there is a perhaps a democratising effect in this recursiveness: not only are
shared understandings perpetuated and strengthened through processes of reference and rep-

lication, but the agency of these strategy materials when they are apprehended in different
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places and at different times affect all organisational actors, including those in positions of

power or influence. In chapter 3 of this thesis, I introduce the complexity of the strategic en-
vironment in which higher education institutions in the UK are expected to operate and allude
to some of the long-lasting epistemic effects that one strategy or strategic document can have
on all the others at play in the field of strategic practice. One outcome of this complexity is
that senior managers and strategy authors are just as susceptible to confusion and indetermin-
acy about how to direct their own actions as any other individual in the organisation. The ma-
terial agency described in this case study seems largely de-coupled from human intent (or at
least the intent of humans currently working on strategic matters) and takes on a much less
definable form that, in demanding both a content-based and structural fidelity to previous
documentation may easily derail new work in ways never intended by the people who origin-

ally authored the documents.

Strategy materials might also achieve a form of longitudinal agency because they legitimise
or constrain certain activities long after their original intent or purpose has changed or be-
come obsolete. In Lundgren & Blom’s (2016) study, strategy makers described how docu-
ments created at strategising encounters provided guidelines for collective action and give
agency to actors involved in that strategising in much the way described by Spee & Jarzab-
kowski (2011). However, Lundgren & Blom’s study provides new analytical insight because
the authors extended their study and continued to examine the consequences that these
strategy objects (in this case textual documents) have had on further strategising activities. A
document that might appear innocuous or unproblematic in one strategising context might re-
appear in another and create unexpected barriers to further decision-making or strategic ac-
tion. Furthermore, this effect is reinforced over time when additional related and cross-refer-
ential textual objects are produced, both stabilising but also constraining conceptions of or-

ganisational meaning and behaviour.

These legitimising or constraining effects are just as true for the original authors of the
strategy as they are for organisational actors reading a strategy document for the first time.
The strategy object perpetuates beyond its original purpose and replicates itself because new
strategies or policies are expected to refer back to its content. It delineates possible fields of
meaning or action and makes others either inadmissable or impossible to access and these

epistemic effects are amplified as further strategising takes place in a referential and recursive
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loop. Consider once again our unfortunate Bourdieusan actor “caught up in multiple de-

mands, fleeting impressions, unarticulated possibilities and incomplete understandings”.
Bourdieu (1990, p. 82). This person does not, we assume, spend all of their time in a meeting
room or strategy planning awayday. Neither are their actions solely influenced by strategy
documents or policy directives: they would be an extraordinarily odd colleague if that was
the case. Instead, their daily actions and practices are situated within particular concrete cir-
cumstances that provide the “objects, artefacts, and other actors” (Suchman, 1987, p. 179)
that together give the action its meaning or ‘sense’. Without this context, there would be no
need for any action at all. It is this context that provides the motivation for action, but also the
means by which action might be realised and, ultimately, the evidence that action has created

change.

Although the materials identified by Lundgren & Blom (2016) travel across time and space,
they do so only within the pre-defined contexts of strategy workshops held over a pre-defined
period of time. Like much of the empirical research presented in the s-as-p domain, this study
tells us a lot about how humans and materials might be observed to affect each other (and
consequently affect organisational strategy). However, this work can only hint at the kinds of
relational effects that might occur when humans and materials intersect outside of these pre-
defined strategic encounters. The difficulty is in identifying, isolating, and observing prac-
tices that might be recognisable as ‘strategic’ and identifying which materials might be im-
plicated in such practices (and by extension, those which are not). The next section of this

chapter discusses the potential for pushing into these less defined territories.

2.2 Emancipating strategy

In chapter 1 of this thesis, I introduced a problematising body of work that further builds on
one of the most appealing characteristics of s-as-p: its implicit criticism of objective rational-
ity in strategy production. Whether approaching the optimised organisational future from a
position of relative stability or dealing with a 'here and now’ crisis, the normative tendency
amongst organisational strategists (and of much normative strategy research) is to emphasise
the rationality of strategy action (or sometimes, in research, examples of when rationality has

failed). This contrasts with s-as-p’s readiness to adopt critical perspectives on the ‘doing’ of
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strategy in which the process of strategy production is presented as occurring within a so-

cially-constructed and interpretivist sub-reality in which meaning is often both highly sub-

jective and highly plastic (MacIntosh & Beech, 2011; Sajassalo et al., 2016)

In opposition to technocratic, data or protocol-heavy perspectives, critical views of strategy
(Clegg et al., 2004; Clegg et al., 2008) have made a deliberate break with the underlying as-
sumption of rationalist positivism-in-practice, deconstructing the Cartesian notion that mind
controls matter or that “the plan determines reality [... ] strategy determines structure, form
follows function” (Clegg et al., 2004 pg. 21) and instead drawing attention to the activities of
individuated actors, working in concert to develop organisational strategy in all-too human
modes. In this perspective on strategy work the justification that management is analogous to
the ‘brain’ of the organisation (with the concomitant expectation that the brain controls ac-
tion) is deconstructed using the tools of cognitive psychology, invoking theories of sociality
and of power; theories of identity and identity change; theories of anxiety and emotional dis-

ruption; and theories of performance (Kaplan, 2011; Gavetti & Rivkin, 2007).

We might read these phenomena as dysfunctions of the collective managerial ‘brain’ (for ex-
ample, in accounts of ‘group-think’ (Park, 1990) in strategic failures) or we might choose in-
stead to focus on the ‘intra-brain’ dynamics in which individuals act consciously or uncon-
sciously on each other (Clegg et al., 2005). Common, however, to all these lines of enquiry is
the process of moving from an ineffable state in which the world is allowed to remain largely
unexamined towards a state in which things are observed, measured, reported-on, discussed,

debated, and, fundamentally, presented as a materialised locus for change.

The issue of what strategists are doing (or think they are doing) when they strategise has been
chewed over for decades (see: Andrews, 1981; Ansoff, 1985; Evered, 1983; Mintzberg, 1978)
but the notion of strategy as human action with purpose remains central to much of the
strategy practice literature (indeed it is “talismanic” according to Carter et al., 2008) and cer-
tainly remains central to the conception of strategy in the context of real-world organisations
(see chapter 1). Although the s-as-p literature has tended to eschew any examination of the
content of strategy, preferring instead to focus on the practices and actions involved in its
creation, it is unavoidably concerned with the human modes and means of production of

strategy (Vaara & Whittington, 2011; Whittington, 1996; Johnson et al., 2007). As a result,
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the contribution of material or non-human ‘things’ has tended to be presented in terms of how

that contribution relates to human preference and decisions.

I use the phrase “mode and means of production” here deliberately to invoke the language of
Marxist theory because of course even the starting point of purposeful strategic endeavour
(that is: determining the current state of things) is inevitably replete with opportunities to ex-
ercise or to limit power (see: Clegg, 1989). Vaara & Whittington (2012) invite us to under-
stand the territory of s-as-p as “the organising work involved in the implementation of
strategies, and all the other activities that lead to the emergence of organisational
strategies” (Vaara & Whittington, 2012 pg.3). What seems like a largely benign and neutral
word organising is, in itself, full of the potential for exerting agency. Even before the process
of strategising (as we might commonly call the processes taking place in the boardroom or
the meetings hub) begins, a hugely significant effort has been made to, as Kornberger &
Clegg (2011) put it, account for, and normalise various phenomena as strategy (and by exten-

sion to exclude others).

Any re-consideration of how material ‘things’ might operate as individuated agents in the
context of strategy inevitably draws attention to what we mean both by strategy and what we
mean by things. In some ways this thesis is unavoidably one with an ontological slant (and
indeed ontology remains an on-going concern within the s-as-p literature). Mantere (2014),
for example, draws attention to the ontological dilemma already introduced in chapter 1 of
this thesis, and immediately brings into play the problematic relationship between the lived
experience epistemology of s-as-p and the ‘having’ of strategy as a materialised object or

thing:

“One of the most enduring and perplexing problems of strategic management is: what
makes for a collective strategy in organisations? While strategies are written on pieces
of paper and in power point files, organisational strategies are not pieces of paper.”

Mantere (2014)
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In the context of the s-as-p community, in which strategy is de facto understood in terms of

human doing (as an agglomeration of thoughts, discussions, activities, actions, processes and
so on) the statement “organisational strategies are not pieces of paper” seems entirely self-
evident and uncontroversial. Yet in every organisation that I have ever worked the normative
understanding of the word strategy (whether pre-fixed with “the” “our” “organisational” “de-
partmental” “team” or any other qualifier) is that strategy is a materialised thing, and that
thing is almost always a piece of paper or a PowerPoint file. The logical situated assumption
then, is that what strategists are doing is a work of material production: it is producing a thing
that can be seen, touched, passed around, referred to and used as a benchmark and as a basis
for evaluation, to direct certain actions, and to prevent or discourage others. This ‘thing’ or
strategy product is assumed to have further agency as it moves across the wider organisation,
but it is much clear whether it has more or less agency than the other ‘things’ that also consti-

tute that same organisation and whether those forms of agency are different or similar.

The seminal work of Mintzberg (1978), Mintzberg & Hugh (1985) and Pettigrew (1992) in-
vited us to revisit assumptions about who strategists are, what they do, and where they do it.
These writers, amongst others, opened up the ontological territory of strategy and created the
conditions in which much more fine-grained and experiential enquiries are legitimised. Vari-
ations on the word material tend towards two orientations in the resulting body of work
loosely collated under the umbrella term ‘strategy as practice’ or s-as-p. The first orientation,
in common with the situated assumption described above, characterises strategy work as the
materialisation of thoughts or intentions and examines what strategists are actually doing
when thought is transformed into a new material ‘thing’ or ‘things’ that are the material carri-
ers or proxies of organisational strategy. A second orientation considers the role of pre-exist-
ing material or material things in determining the possibilities for the production and content
of organisational strategy, including its scope, scale, timing, location and other considera-

tions.

In this thesis, I have grouped together (see figure 1, below) four contrasting analytical fram-
ings to show where the literature of s-as-p has already made considerable progress in explor-
ing the contribution of material 'things' to strategy production and where that literature cur-
rently ends in terms of its contribution. These four framings are derived from an a priori ad-

option of two binary intersects that combine to create four differing scenarios. The first inter-
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sect was introduced in chapter 1 of this thesis, and concerns assumptions about where, how,

and by whom strategy production is practised in the organisation. Drawing on Chia & Holt
(2006) I have characterised the binary as the divide between strategy that is deliberate, places
thinking before action, and is practised by mandated strategists and the “modest” (Chia &
Holt, 2006) reconceptualisation that draws on Mintzberg’s work to present strategy as con-
sistency in a pattern of actions derived as organisational humans ‘cope’ with the circum-
stances around them. Although Mintzberg (1985) might have decided on “deliberate” and
“emergent” as the two labels for these different domains, one of the major contributions of s-
as-p has been the insights into how even the most deliberate strategy practices are emergent
as strategy actors engage in sense-making, power-plays, and all the other behaviours ob-
served by s-as-p researchers. For this reason, my two column (see figure 1, below) are la-
belled “thinking first” and “doing first" to differentiate between strategising as a planned and

largely cognitive activity and strategy that might emerge through action and ‘on the hoof'.

A second binary concerns the status of materials in each of the domains identified above.
Here the distinction is between materials that exist prior to the strategy activity. In the world
of s-as-p, these may include variously such differing material 'things; as Powerpoint
(Giraudeau, 2008) and chairs (Hodkinson & Wright, 2002) but the generalised assumption is
that there is a bounded assembly of material 'things' that are routnely associated with normat-
ive strategy formulation and that these things are sources of insight when considered in rela-

tion to human practices.

The rest of this chapter is divided broadly into four main sections that relate to the four quad-
rants introduced in the table in figure 1 (below on pages 46 and 47). This figure summarises
the territories that have been largely populated in the s-as-p literature, with particular refer-

ence to empirical work, and those which have remained largely in the theoretical domain.
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2.3 Four strategy scenarios

Thinking first

Scenario 1

Strategy production is... deliberate, the result
of thought and discussion, enacted by named
strategy actors in mandated settings (e.g., the
boardroom, consultation exercises etc.) using
the material context and proxy information
sources about that context to inform decision-
making.

Strategy materials are... varied but predictable,
pre-existing, and feed into the work as tools,
providing content or mode information and/or
structuring the thinking and actions of
strategists.

Core ideas: a) pre-existing things carry explicit
meaning/content to inform the production of
subsequent strategy content (for example, stat-
istics, maps etc.); b) pre-existing things carry
messages about the normative mode/scope/
scale of strategy production; c) pre-existing
things have semiotic properties that shape,
either consciously or unconsciously the work of
strategy production.

Key reading:
Kornberger & Clegg (2011); Jarzabkowski et al.
(2013); Chia (200); Jarzabkowski & Pinch

(2013); Macintosh & Beech (2011); Clegg et al.
(2004)

Catherine Owen

Doing first

Scenario 3

Strategy production is... emergent, a property of
patterned behaviours across the organisation, en-

acted by anyone/everyone with no specific location
or mandate and no specific practices or tools.

Strategy materials are... determinate, pre-existing,
and feed into day-to-day work as tools, enablers, or
constraints, providing content information and/or
structuring the actions (or non-actions) of often
inadvertent strategists.

Core ideas: a) pre-existing things carry explicit or
implicit meaning/content to inform how things are
done (for example, buildings, equipment, etc.); b)
pre-existing things carry messages about the
normative mode/scope/scale of how things are
done; c) pre-existing things have fixed properties
that shape (mostly unconsciously) the work of
people; however, paradoxically, d) otherwise fixed
things decay, rust, flood, go on fire and otherwise
change in ways that demand responses.

Key reading:

Vesa & Vaara (2014); Burgelman et al. (2017);
Kouame & Langley (2017); Chia & MacKay (2007);
Chia & Holt (2006); Jones & Massa, 2013; Hodder
(2012); Harman (2016)
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Table 1: four domains of material agency in strategy production

Scenario 1:

In my initial scenario strategists come together deliberately in a purposeful way to produce
strategy, drawing on the pre-existing materials around them to understand, shape, and influ-

ence a shared perception of current reality (and to exert future preferences).

The literature of s-as-p has variously addressed the practices and processes that shape the in-
effable present and the unknown future into ‘a strategy’ using a number of theoretical lenses,
drawing on ideas of sense-making (Kornberger & Clegg, 2011; Jarzabkowski et al., 2013)
discursive practices (Hendry, 2000; Samra-Fredricks, 2003; 2005); imagination and fantasy
(Macintosh & Beech, 2011); embodied communication (Heracleous & Jacobs, 2011; Streek
et al., 2011); and tools (Gunn & Williams, 2007; Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2009).

The literature of s-as-p is thus largely occupied with a state in which organisational strategy
does not yet exist: the locus of attention is on the practices and activities that strategists en-
gage in as they work towards that goal. This temporal (and/or sequential) issue is one I will

return to later in this thesis (and particularly in chapters 6 and 7 in which the causal relation-
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ships between materials and actions are problematised) but in focusing on the state before a

strategy has been produced, the literature of s-as-p invites us to extend the agentic reach of
strategy work into the pre-strategy domain, creating ontological questions about where delib-

erate strategising might actually szart and to how material ‘things’ contribute to that work.

This ontological issue of where strategy starts is usefully illustrated by a recent body of em-
pirical work in the domain of public policy and strategy production (Princen, 2011; 2012;
Baumgartner & Mahoney, 2008; Vanhoonacker & Pomorska, 2013) in which the process of
determining what is to be discussed, by whom, and where is characterised as a complex mat-
rix of attention-seeking, mobilisation, venue-selection, and framing in which agendas (and
often desired outcomes) are pre-determined through material cues. Princen’s (2011) typology
of the core activities engaged in by putative strategy determiners includes mobilising support;
arousing interest; claiming authority; and building capacity. Each of these activities requires
not only a set of social (and political skills) but employs materials in various ways to com-
municate and reinforce preferences. Strategy preference is ‘won’ by the successful leveraging
of “winning artefacts” and, almost inevitably, by the suppression of competing material arte-

facts that are less aligned to the preferences of leading players.

In a similar vein, Kornberger & Clegg’s (2011) s-as-p-informed study of the Sustainable
Sydney 2030 strategy describes a scenario which local council and other low-level officials
were invited to contribute to a huge and visionary metropolitan ‘greening’ plan and offers us
some clues to the kinds of materials that are routinely leveraged as precursors to strategy

work:

“...written documents produced as part of the strategy process were analysed: these
included preliminary scoping studies, presentations from consultants and the city ad-
ministration on the strategy process, work in progress reports, summaries of com-
munity meetings, white papers and other written material” (Kornberger & Clegg,

2011, pg. 142).
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Whether we wish to characterise the processes involved in commissioning and creating these

materials as ‘strategy’ or (like Kornberger & Clegg, 2011) as ‘pre-strategy’ there seems no
doubt as about their agentic nature in creating a picture of the city in its current form (and

setting the agenda for its future identity):

“...the strategy process was less about discovering problems or innovative solutions
and more about guiding people’s perception through a carefully orchestrated process
of communication to arrive at a particular interpretation of issues and the (precon-

ceived) solutions to resolve them.” (Kornberger & Clegg, 2011, pg. 148).

Similarly, the same study shows how the material artefacts of place were used to demonstrate
the required mode of discussion to local participants who had to be involved in the strategy
discussions for political reasons, but who were deemed largely ill-prepared for thinking at a

macro level:

“The actual process of strategising has the power to ‘lift their thinking’ if meticu-
lously arranged, which included using the Lord Mayor’s opulent reception room, hir-
ing a well-known personality as an amicable facilitator, serving exquisite food, using
massive screens for presentations and so on. These material devices framed the con-
versation as strategic and transformed ordinary people, usually preoccupied with the
mundane concerns of their daily lives rather than big picture issues, into strategically

relevant subjects.” (Kornberger & Clegg, 2011, pg. 148).

In their description of the grandeur of the surroundings and the sophistication of the techno-
logy used to create the conditions in which the ‘correct’ form of strategy might emerge,
Kornberger and Clegg (2011) draw attention to “the aesthetic character of strategy” (pg. 152).
Even before the participants in ‘strategy practice’ turn up to strategise, there is something else

going on that recognises the agency of materials in affecting how and what humans are pre-
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pared or able to discuss. The agentic power bestowed on objects by their aesthetic effects is a

theme I will return to again in this chapter and throughout this thesis, but it suggests a way of
understanding how things might start to affect both strategy production and strategy outcome
in ways that transcend the relatively straightforward conception of materials as passive tools

or transmitters of human intent.

In the case of Sustainable Sydney 2030 we move from the idea of things as indicators of
meaning and we see instead things as indicators of a preferred mode of engagement. They
contain information about expected modalities because their persistent aesthetic properties
communicate culturally embedded tropes (for example, if an event 1s taking place in a grand
venue, one might be reasonably expected to ‘up one’s game’ in terms of the level and quality

of engagement).

Comparing Kornberger & Clegg’s (2011) study of materials leveraged in service of a grand
vision with Jarzabkowski et al.’s (2013) field observations of reinsurers (that is, the insurers
of insurance companies) engaged in the process of adjusting their portfolios, we see a much
less emotionally affective relationship with material things in strategy work, but one which
also foregrounds the representational nature of objects as avatars of real life that are shaped

into a narrative by harnessing their aesthetic affects.

In this case “spreadsheets, financial analysis and graphs, become representations of the un-
derlying physical assets and capital allocations of a firm” (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013, pg. 20).
The surface mundanity of these objects is undercut by their ability to evoke physical context,
locational context, scope and scale, and (crucially in this industry) risk. Numbers are presen-
ted in a mélée of other materials to create a contextualised world in which the figures are only
one part of a decision-making toolkit. These materials are also epistemic: their meaning is
open to interpretation and to contest, not because they are being leveraged in a politicised
way (although that tactic cannot be discounted) but because their meaning in the context of a

decision process changes as new materials are introduced.

Jarzabkowski et al. (2013) draw on the work of Karin Knorr-Cetina (2007; 2011) in describ-
ing these relational material effects as epistemic. In other words, the materials in this scenario
gain (and indeed lose) meaning as they are used in a purposeful way in a particular situation

and time and in relation to each other as knowledge production around one artefact or thing
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informs further or revised knowledge around another (Gherardi, 2010). In this study, the

shifting and relationally contingent meanings embedded in these artefacts are uncovered by
(in this case, largely individual) thought processes: underwriters use maps, pictures, charts,
spreadsheets and other artefacts to determine and justify one possible strategy from all the
other possible strategies via a number of cognitive (and presumably discursive) processes.
The authors characterise these processes in terms of verbs: physicalising, locating, enumerat-
ing, analysing, and selecting. In other words, the objects or things used in the process exert a
form of agency in use: they are participants in the processes required to make meaningful and
potentially very significant decisions. Crucially these objects aren’t tools, per se8: they in-
stead operate as abstractions of reality from which knowledge can be both gleaned and con-

structed, as layers of meaning emerge through both reasoning and decision-making processes.

One possible criticism of this empirical work is that, although the decisions being made by
the insurance underwriters might be significant, they might not represent strategy work in the
way that most people might understand the term ‘strategy’ in organisational contexts. How-
ever, the strategy project of determining reality (as a presumed precursor of change) is ines-
capably familiar. Chia (2000) reminds us that strategy work is ineluctably ontological: it is
concerned with the business of identifying which phenomena are part of the field of reference
(and, by inference, which phenomena are not). With another set of verbs: “differentiating,
fixing, naming, labelling, classifying and relating” (Chia, 2000, pg. 513) he shows how
people in the business of organisational strategy pursue similar epistemologies to the under-
writers in Jarzabkowski et al.’s (2013) study not only to determine a course of action but to
determine on the most fundamental level the existence and boundaries of the organisation

itself.

Werle & Seidl (2015) describes an exploratory process of strategising that is much more
open-ended and less linear than the successive lines of abstractions or concretisations via rep-
resentational artefacts described by Jarzabkowski et al. (2013). Werle & Seidl (2015) draw on
the philosophical work by Knorr-Cetina (1997) and Rheinberger (1997) to focus attention on
the ways in which objects might shape the development of strategists’ understanding. The
strategy itself is partial, incomplete, liminal, and emergent and the objects created or co-opted
to improve understanding are themselves often mysterious and incomplete in form. ‘Epistem-

ic objects’ or ‘knowledge objects’ are defined as objects of investigation that are open- ended
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and act as a source of interest and motivation “by virtue of their opacity, their surplus, their

material transcendence” (Rheinberger, 2005, p. 406). One widely-understood example of an
epistemic object is the object of investigation in a scientific research project, but analogies
might be found in every area of human activity: indeed, PhD topics are prime exemplars of
epistemic objects. Such objects of investigation are epistemic “by virtue of their preliminar-
ity, of what we do not yet know about them, not by virtue of what we know about

them” (Rheinberger, 2005, p. 407).

Werle & Seidl (2015) adopt two explorative research questions: (1) what types of material
artefacts are involved in the exploration of new strategic topics? and (2) how does the interac-
tion between different material artefacts affect the dynamics of this exploration process? By
contextualising the questions inside a re-framing of the ontological nature of strategy
(strategy itself as an epistemic object) they create a new epistemological orientation that re-
directs the locus of enquiry away from either the detailed specifics of individuated practices
or the specific material qualities and affordances of strategy tools. Instead, the unit of analysis
is the strategy itself as its unknown and mysterious potential unfolds in a relational en-

tangling of human practice, strategy tools and the creation of new forms of material.

In this move from what Chia (2000) describes as an assumed entitative mode (in which both
strategy and ‘things’ are materially real and their status is materially real) into one in which
things are made both real and relevant through speaking and writing, we see how one materi-
al thing (for example, a document) might represent another material thing (for example, a
building) but both might also represent a non-material thing (“the organisation”) which only
really exists as an imagined set of organising principles or ideas in order to make human life
manageably purposeful. In other words, we have to materialise things, fix them down, make
them concrete, set them in stone, ring-fence them (to choose just a few metaphors) because

otherwise no meaningful action is possible.

This perspective lies somewhere towards the other end of the continuum of underlying as-
sumptions about strategy and strategy-making identified by Hendry (2000). At one extreme is
the rationalist, technocratic perspective in which decision-making is a part of an impartial and
logical plan enacted deliberately in response to ‘true’ data, occurring before action is taken. A

middling orientation might recognise the contingent and subjective nature of the data and
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other materials employed as part of a decision-making process but choose to minimise focus

on these qualities in favour of an action-oriented mode in which doing rather than deciding is
the primary determinant of outcome. Chia (1994; 2000) offers us a vision of the most ex-
treme territories of subjectivity in which “an intrinsic and essential vagueness [...] haunts our
every achievement and [...] refuses to go away” (Chia, 2000, pg. 516). At best, we can hope
only for imperfect knowledge of reality and in order to function at all we have to make post-
rationalisations of prior decisions and prior actions and engage in what Laroche (2005) de-
scribes as a collective process of social representation that harnesses an interpretative mode
to, at least, form a collective sense of what is going on, and why (and by extension what to do

about it).

So far, we have explored some ontological territory and discussed how materials and materi-
ality might contribute to what is widely understood as the starting point of strategy: that is,
determining the state of reality now before the strategist seeks a future orientation. The mater-
ials or things at play are carriers of meaning either as explicit avatars of real things (in the
case of the underwriters and their sets of data) or as implicit carriers of expectation (in the
case of Sustainable Sydney) or as the complex assemblages that create shifting and highly

subjective meanings (Werle & Seidl, 2015).

In these scenarios, even before the more familiar processes of decision-making that we might
reasonably call ‘strategy’ or ‘strategising’ have started, there is a material framework which
determines what is to be decided, how it is to be visualised or otherwise understood (for ex-
ample, through numerical or topographical data), at what level the decisions are to be made
(macro, meso or micro-level), and the perceived scope and/or magnitude of the decision (in

terms of risk and in terms of prestige).

In this ‘pre-strategising’ state, ‘things’ seem to have agency in determining an ontology of
strategy that is local, situated, bounded and may or may not be entirely controlled by human
actors. However, we might choose to limit any claims about the autonomy of these particular
'things’ by considering the broader context in which they are admitted into the strategy arena.
We could choose to see this arena as inescapably human and discursive, in line with anthro-
pological work by Heritage (1997) and Garfinkel (1967) and work within the domain of s-as-

p (Samra-Fredericks, 2003; 2004). In this orientation ‘things’ are here in the service of human
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discourse (to aid or illustrate here-and-now human desires or orientations). They are instru-

mental abstractions that give weight to the discursive production of strategy, or (at a smaller
level of granularity) the production of “beliefs, opinions, values, assumptions, feelings, per-
ceptions, meanings and so on” (Samra-Fredericks (2004, pg. 136) that together make up the
social production of strategy. In other words, the ‘things’ are meaningful only in the context

of their social interpretation and use by humans.

We might, however, choose to centre the objects or ‘things’ themselves and instead of focus-
ing on what the humans are doing, instead ask what the ‘things’ are doing, how they are do-
ing what they are doing and what, if any, generalisations we may be able to derive from these
questions. One possible approach is suggested by Harman’s (2016) critique of modern ap-
proaches to materialist thinking (or, in Harman’s shorthand, the “new materialism™). Harman
argues (amongst other things) that in favouring the immanent and contingent nature of mater-
ials as they are socially-constructed (and dismissing the persistent and stable features of ma-
terials that might not reflect immanent social concerns) a contingent materialism places an
unrealistic burden on the human process of sensemaking and on the agency of human pur-
pose. Instead, Harman argues, paying attention to how things ‘stick around’ and how they
don’t change might be equally, if not more important in enabling (and very possibly frustrat-

ing) strategic activity.

In the empirical case studies discussed in more depth in this section, we can see these oppos-
ing philosophical positions playing out. In the case of Sustainable Sydney in Kornberger &
Clegg’s (2011) study it is the aesthetic persistence of grand buildings and artefacts and the
culturally embedded tropes of luxury and celebrity that together create the conditions for ad-
option of the strategists’ preferences. The gamble taken by the strategy team is that parti-
cipants do not treat these material components of the process as contingent, but instead re-
spond to their fixed physical, aesthetic and cultural characteristics and behave accordingly.
Although the source of strategic agency is still human, the strategists leverage the fixed semi-
otic characteristics of ‘things’ to create a mise en scéne that implicitly directs other humans

towards particular modes and preferences.

In Jarzabkowski et al.’s (2013) case study, ‘things’ are remarkably contingent and their mean-
ing and utility shifts as new documents, maps, diagrams, photographs and other materials are
introduced. Although nothing is fixed the source of the strategic agency we might identify in

the ‘things’ rather than the humans seems to be a product of these relationships as new and
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unexpected possibilities come into view. However, the interpretation of those contingent rela-

tionships is still a human one.

Both of these research enquiries centre human preference as the subject of study and invest-
igate the human practices (political, social, discursive) that incorporate material ‘things’ in
strategy production. For Kornberger & Clegg (2012) the ‘things’ and their characteristics
(semiotic or otherwise) are largely presented as a given. The focus, in the tradition of s-as-p,
is on the human. Jarzabkowski et al. (2013) also focus on human discursive and sense-mak-
ing practices; material agency in this context might be understood as the effects of the dy-

namic characteristics of material relationships affecting interpretative possibilities.

Werle & Seidl’s (2015) study is slightly different because although the research methodology
focuses on human actions, the subject of the research is not to shed more light on human be-
ings and their practices but to contribute further understanding of the nature and contribution
of non-human ‘things’ to strategy production. Their contribution very usefully addresses
some questions both of granularity (for example, does an object relate to the totality of the
strategy or just one part?) and of utility (is the object purely instrumental, like a pen used to
write notes?) or is it a carrier of content information (like a photograph)? Werle & Seidl
(2015) also claim to demonstrate in their study how material objects constrain or enable par-
ticular courses of action and/or sensemaking activities but this contribution is rather less
clear, perhaps partly because the methodology is so focused on human manipulation, interac-
tion, and interpretation it is harder to see the object itself, despite the use of photographs to
illuminate the entangled human/object practice. Werle & Seidl (2015) note that videoing the
same practices might have been more useful (although this was not possible), but perhaps the
overall conceptual model of the study still necessarily centres human agency and is thus less

oriented to a narrative that presents the object more clearly.

Scenario 2:

In our second scenario, named strategists come together deliberately to create a materialised
strategy product or thing. This scenario focusses not on the materials that are invoked or
leveraged to communicate preference or modes but on the strategy materials that emerge
once those preferences and modes have been decided. These strategic materials might cru-

cially consolidates institutions, providing a stabilising effect which help them endure (Jones
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et al., 2017). ‘Materials’ can include buildings, institutional logos, strategy documents or any

other manifestation of the paraphernalia of organisations, but (confusingly) might also refer

to structures and practices (Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury, 2012).

We might reasonably argue that the aim of strategy production as it is practiced in the board-
room or other mandated location is to create this ‘official’ ideational content, or (in other
words) a form of material institutionalism. Unlike the activities in our first scenario, in which
the materials leveraged were various and, perhaps, unexpected (for example, the food and the
architecture used by the strategists in Sydney), the materials produced in this second scenario
are both new and, mostly, conservative in their form because part of their legitimacy is rules
based. In other words, a strategy document is expected to look and read in a particular way
and any deviation from those cultural norms may be risky because in drawing attention to the
form rather than the content, the strategist may also draw attention to cognitive or procedural

deviations deemed inadmissible by stakeholders.

New strategy materials created by strategists in formal strategy contexts fall into two primary
categories: those intended as tools to aid the process of strategising and those intended as the
“final” products of the production process. A liminal category, in which materials still in pro-
duction are exposed to external audiences might be argued to fall into either of these binary

subdivisions depending on the perspective of the viewer.

Samra-Fredericks (2000a; 2000b; 2003; 2004) has shown us these discourses in process in a
number of empirical studies in which intra- and extra-ethnographic methods of research, par-
ticularly observation, are used to witness and (as far as possible) to capture (through tran-
script, note-taking and recordings) the collective processes of talking a strategy into being
amongst groups of senior managers. Talking, however, is rarely undertaken in the absence of
other tools. Balogun et al. (2014) show how discursive sensemaking in various forms (includ-
ing, for example, rhetoric, narrative-building etc.) takes place within a socio-material context
of places, spaces, and tools in which bodies are ‘entangled’ with materiality (see also Johnson

et al., 2010; Maclntosh, MacLean & Seidl, 2010; Heracleous and Jacobs, 2011).

Within this broader body of literature, some fascinating empirical observations about the (of-
ten inadvertent) agency of non-human things have emerged. Strategy, as Balogun et al.
(2014) reminds us, “is conducted with artefacts of various kinds” (pg. 15) including Power-

Point presentations, flipcharts, post-it notes, pens, paper, wallcharts and all manner of other
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familiar items. Indeed, a seminal paper from the domain of science and technology by Callon

& Law (1997) argues that the strategist can only be understood as a strategist because of their
interaction with the normative materialities of strategy work (in this case of their study, a
telephone). In other words, it is the public manipulation of ‘things’ associated with strategy

work that bestows the user with the status of strategist in the organisational environment.

Putting aside any qualms about whether this line of socio-ontology equally bestows on any-
one wielding a scalpel in an operating theatre the immediate status of ‘surgeon’ (and the pop-
ular press of course regularly reports incidences of medical imposters with all the tools but
none of the training), we can understand this form of material entanglement as one in which,
like the example from Kornberger & Clegg (2011) above, materials assert a form of referent
agency: that is, like a film or play script they both retain and transmit socially-constructed
meaning that can both pass unconsciously to humans or be deliberately harnessed, as in the

case of the grand locations used by the Sydney strategists.

Another form of possible agency is explored in papers by (amongst others) Cacciatori et al.
(2019); Jarzabkowski et al. (2016); Spee et al. (2016) in which the material properties rather
than the semiotics of particular objects dictate particular behaviours, actions, routines, or out-
comes. Jarzabkowski & Pinch (2013) call theoretical and methodological engagement with
this form of agency the ‘affordances’ approach and it has roots both in the anthropological
literature and in the post-modernity of, for example, Baudrillard who characterised the
bounded nature of representational tools as ‘simulacra’, or deliberately cut-down abstractions
of reality that support particular forms of structured thinking. This perspective acknowledges
the carrier format(s) of information as potential sources of agency as well as or even instead
of the content they might carry (for example in Spee & Jarzabkowski’s 2011 study of the ma-

terial properties of a strategic plan).

In Jarratt & Stiles’ (2010) study, for example, managers who saw their environment as fun-
damentally stable used strategy tools like SWOT charts or PESTEL analyses in routinised,
straightforward ways to communicate strategic positioning decision-making to their peers. In
less comfortable environments, the same tools took on more urgency as they were used to
actively uncover previously unknown processes, cultures and relationships within the organ-
isation and outside. A final model shows the tools being used in a coercive (or at least in an
imposed) way with organisational members for whom such tools might be outside the

routines of normative practice. In this conceptualisation, usually benign tools have a determ-

Catherine Owen The Stuff of Strategy 2022



57
inistic agency in the hands of managers because they force others in the organisation to con-

sider cultures, structures, relationships and other organisational features in terms of (for ex-
ample) the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats dictated by the SWOT analysis,
rather than in the ways previously determined by their own, routine organisational roles. The
assumption is that the tool will shape the thinking of the people using it in line with the think-

ing of the people mandating its use.

Work by Spee & Jarzabkowski (2011) and Vaara et al. (2010) has similarly shown how the
communicative dimensions of the strategic planning process are mediated through text and
by the creative co-authoring of strategic documents in a socio-material entangling that ac-
knowledges the structuring and institutionalising effects of strategy documents as tools of
macro-strategy process. More recently, Vasquez et al.(2018) present observational work in a
community organisation showing how matters of concern to community members become
matters of authority through a pattern of communication practices in which the voicing and
collective negotiation of matters of concern is supplanted by the materialisation of those mat-
ters of concern through written texts, and how those texts gain additional legitimacy once
they are incorporated into further documents that are authored by recognised strategists or

decision-makers and gain the label of ‘strategic matters’.

These legitimising or constraining effects are just as true for the original authors of the
strategy as they are for organisational actors reading a strategy document for the first time.
The strategy object perpetuates beyond its original purpose and replicates itself because new
strategies or policies are expected to refer back to its content. It delineates fields of meaning
or action and makes others either inadmissible or impossible to access and these epistemic

effects are amplified as further strategising takes place in a referential and recursive loop.

Scenario 3:

In this scenario, strategy production takes on a different form. We leave the boardroom and
the planning meeting and instead consider the potential for a different arena in which organ-
isational strategy might emerge. In this conceptualisation, strategy production can emerge

anywhere or everywhere in the organisation as practices emerge, evolve and are normalised.

Catherine Owen The Stuff of Strategy 2022



58
The strategy process rather than the strategy-as-practice domain has always been more open

to the notion of strategy as a distributed phenomenon (Pettigrew et al., 1992; Pettigrew, 1997,
Ferlie, 1996) and to a multiple definition of the strategist and of their relationship with
‘strategising’. Its emphasis on context and to the duality between structure and agency offers
scope for the researcher to empirically present how material aspects of organisational context
can be mobilised by organisational actors to secure their favoured outcomes (Pettigrew, 1985;
Pettigrew et al., 1992) but it has less to say about the potential role of material agency in

these distributed contexts.

Recent attempts (Vesa & Vaara, 2014; Burgelman et al., 2017; Kouame & Langley, 2017) to
integrate the literatures of strategy process and strategy practice into a new shared grouping
(provisionally, ‘strategy as process and practice’ or SAPP) have yet to fully reconcile differ-
ences in the underlying assumptions shared by researchers in these domains about the nature
and relative status of macro and micro-levels of strategy production or dealt with the diffi-
culty that each literature is analytically anchored at opposite ends of the strategy ‘journey’.
Similarly, Chia & MacKay’s (2007) paper Discovering strategy in the logic of practice ques-
tions the tendency of both the strategy process and the s-as-p literatures to lose theoretical
and analytical focus because of limitations in their respective units of analyses (and because
both traditions are inclined towards the adoption of neologisms that create confusion about

which phenomena are the focus of enquiry).

Practice theory does not readily offer generalisations from which practitioners can derive rub-
rics or design training sessions. It is not a theory that promises practitioners the scientific
tightness of, for example, microeconomics. Practice theory is instead a body of related per-
spectives in “the capacious traditions of social theory” (Schatzki, 2017, p. 2011) with inde-
terminate boundaries. One potential criticism of s-as-p is a tendency towards conservatism in
what activities are being observed and where. This reflects a paradox: despite its novel preoc-
cupations with strategy practices rather than strategy content, s-as-p has tended to embody
the same ontological conservatism about what strategy is (and about who might be a

strategist and where) as mainstream strategy research.

In the meantime, other practices and processes that have an impact on strategic outcomes are

at play in the organisation. These practices and processes are not entirely separated from the
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products of formal strategy making (and are almost certainly influenced by aspects of those

products) but they are also responses to a much broader, more diffuse set of material stimuli,
suggesting a far less straightforward relationship between organisational intent and what
people in the organisation actually do. 1t is in this altogether less visible world of organisa-
tional practices that other forms of strategy production might occur, and in which other pro-

cesses of strategising might be observable.

This problem is grounded in variant ontologies of what organisational strategy is, and where
its production can be found and observed. Whilst this thesis cannot hope to ‘solve’ the onto-
logical problem of what strategy is, it can draw attention to the potential of a shift in analytic-
al focus away from the practices of organisationally-mandated individuals acting in the con-
text of the structured strategising event, and towards the more open territory of alternative

historically and culturally transmitted fields of practice within and around the organisation.

This analytical shift is exemplified by Chia & Holt’s (2006) paper Strategy as practical cop-
ing: a Heideggerian perspective in which the authors call for a re-conceptualisation of how
agency, action, and practice together coalesce into an alternative form of strategy production.
Drawing on work by Minztberg & Waters (1985), they propose a ‘modest’ definition of
strategy that may not, however, be recognised by the candidates applying for the job advert-
isement in chapter 1 of this thesis (and would almost certainly not be deemed admissible by

the people on their interview panel).

Instead of the deliberate, dynamic, outcome-oriented strategist mandated by their job role to
design and drive organisational change (and judged on their ability to do so), Chia & Holt’s
strategist might not even be aware that they are in the business of organisational strategy at
all. Instead, they are engaged in the everyday practice of, for want of a better description, just
‘getting on with things’. This daily practice of taking care of business might sound as though
it epitomises individual and organisational inertia, but in fact daily practices are subject to
continual adaptations as organisational actors respond to changing stimuli. This practice of
adaptation or ‘coping’ clearly offers the potential for variant outcomes. (In fact, the potential
for variance is, at least theoretically, infinite because of the potential for infinite if usually

fine-grained differences in the context of action).
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Responding to Martin Heidegger’s conception of the (in this case, organisational) actor im-

mersed in an environmental life-world, Chia & Holt (2006) describe how that world comes
into being and takes on significance through its incorporation into everyday activities. In this
world of practical practices, the things around us do not generally loom into view as mysteri-
ous problems to be solved each day, but are instead understandable, immediate, and available
to us as equipment to get the job we need to do done with the least difficulty or complication
possible. There is, in other words, a ‘logic of practice’ (Bourdieu, 1990) that is intimately
linked to the material world around us and to its availability to us as we engage in the tasks

we need to complete.

At times, however, in this world of available equipment, the things around us do not make
themselves available in the same ways as before. They have changed, and so we must con-
sciously change with them, finding new practices and new ways of using the things around us
to achieve the same outcomes, or to find new outcomes that are as valuable (or more valu-
able) as those that we expected previously. Can we call this process of adaptation ‘strategy’?
We have already seen that ‘strategy’ and ‘strategic’ are words that shift and lose their mean-
ings in the literatures of strategy process and s-as-p as they are defined by researchers, or by
managers, or obfuscated by neologism or euphemism. In other words, the definition of a
‘strategic’ practice that is distinct from any other type of activity remains up for grabs. For
Chia & Holt (2006), the concern is not how practices are ‘strategic’ as they might make ex-
plicit or implicit reference to organisational macro-strategy, but that the aggregation of prac-
tices themselves take on the form of a strategy because they develop consistency over time.
The source of this consistency is the internal disposition of the actor, their style, modus op-
erandi (or, in Bourdieusan terms, their sabitus) but even if we accept this observable consist-
ency as analogous to ‘strategy’ we might also readily argue that the externalised expression of
internal dispositions is equally determined by the material conditions in which the actor find
themselves (or in other words return to the Marxian dialectics that reject the individuated
agency of the self in favour of the ideational and political implications of the surrounding ma-

terial context).

Regardless of our philosophical orientation towards or away from self-determination and in-
dividual agency, the ‘things’ around us are not necessarily predictable, patterned or consist-

ent, they are in fact prone to unexpected turns because they are themselves subject to physical
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and natural forces. They rust, go on fire, flood, rip, and rot (and often in unpredictable ways

at unpredictable times). They might also persist long after the human agency (individual or
collective) that created them. They are, as the archaeologist lan Hodder points out (Hodder,
2012) connected not only to us, but to each other in ways that might seem unremarkable until

an event brings those connections into focus.

We night therefore understand the “practical coping’ described by Chia & Holt (2006) as cop-
ing not only with the human complications of organisational life (or indeed with the events
that might precipitate strategic reactions) but as a response to the material conditions in
which human actors find themselves and to the yin and yang of material decay and persist-
ence that occurs despite human intent. Can this ‘coping’ point us towards a theory (or indeed
empirical evidence) of the agency of ‘things’ in organisational life? If we need to cope with
something, then the inference is that the ‘thing’ is not immediately available to us as a tool or
source of useful information but might in fact require us to act in ways we did not intend.
This might be a ‘one-oft” adaptation (in which, for example, a teacher abandons plans to
show a film in class because the projector is broken). Or it could be a durational patterning of
behaviours in which the material ‘things’ around us demand one type of sustained response
and shut off the possibility of others. In this way, the material ‘things’ might reasonably be

perceived as agents in the emergence of strategy.

This is not an area of the s-as-p literature currently populated with much in the way of empir-
ical examples (and the methodological challenges discussed in later chapters of this thesis
suggest some compelling reasons why). However, it is territory that lends itself to a more
creative re-framing of empirical method in order to support work towards an ontological ex-
tension of ‘strategy’ as an organisational phenomenon as such represents a ‘gap’ or opportun-

ity for extension to the existing literature.

Scenario 4:

Similarly, the strategy practice literature has not to date considered in detail the agentic po-
tential for new discrete ‘things’ or assemblages of things that might themselves emerge
through the kinds of practical coping or day to day practice described by Chia & Holt (2006).

It is in this quadrant that further contribution to our understanding of strategy as a multiple
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phenomenon has the most space to breathe because it is to date entirely unclear what the

components of strategy actions that are not badged as such might look like. Much of the the-
oretical work in this territory has focused on philosophical concepts including phronesis and
metis (Chia & Rasche, 2010) but it is hard to push past theoretical modelling to find ex-

amples from real situations.

More complexity is added to the mix in this quadrant if we apply the same logics of ‘thinking
first” or deliberate strategy production to the domain of ‘action first’. It is absolutely clear that
in the ‘thinking first' paradigm, material ‘things’ are admitted as integral to strategy produc-
tion, either as tools or as carrier agents of intent. Not all s-as-p enquiry focusses on the role(s)
played by materials, but materials and materiality appear widely enough in the broader liter-

ature to be canonical.

2.7 Discussion and ways forward

The quadrants depicted in figure 1 (section 2.5 of this chapter, above) show four practice-
based orientations towards the intersection of humans, practices, and ‘things’ as organisation-

al strategy is produced. They can be characterised, in shorthand, as:

1. Formal strategy producers use pre-existing ‘things’ to understand the context of their

work and to negotiate preference.

2. Formal strategy producers create new ‘things’ to materialise and ‘fix’ those prefer-

€nces.

3. Informal ‘strategy producers’ respond to pre-existing material ‘things’ to understand

the context of their work and to negotiate preference.

4. Informal ‘strategy producers’ create new ‘things’ to materialise and ‘fix’ those prefer-

€nces.

To date, much of the literature of strategy-as-practice or s-as-p, has focused attention on the
people, activities and materials at play in the first two categories. The second two categories

represent a challenge to the normative ontologies of strategy-as-practice (and to the normat-
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ive ontologies of strategy as it is understood in most organisations and certainly in the UK

higher education sector that is briefly described in chapter 3 of this thesis).

Similarly, the theoretical underpinnings of much of the s-as-p literature continually pull the
focus of agency back to humans: what they intend to do, what they want others to do, how
they express or impose preferences, and how the preferences of others are accommodated or
rejected. One side-effect of this constant concern with what humans are doing or think they
are doing is a tendency towards a reductionist repertoire that favours a performative inter-
pretation of strategy (Cabantous & Gond, 2011; Gond et.al., 2016). This problem similarly
pulls the researcher back into the territory of the normative/performative tropes of the
strategist portrayed in the advertisement initially reproduced in chapter 1 and cuts off path-

ways towards a broader, multiple, and more satisfying account of strategy production. .

Similarly, empirically, strategy practice studies have explored an interest in materials and
‘things’ in strategy production that is entirely in line with s-as-p's aim of re-positioning hu-
mans and what they do at the heart of understanding strategy as an organisational phenomen-
on. In this thesis, I want to extend the material lens within the epistemological territory of s-
as-p to consider ways in which materials exert agency in strategy production that might tran-

scend human intent.

Fundamental to the practice view of strategy is the detail of how an organisation transforms
the imagined, the unarticulated, or the undefined towards a solid, materialised, concretised,
and (crucially) collective view of what is important. Bencherki et al. (2019, pg. 4) character-
ise this process of materialisation as communicative: “each utterance, each objection or
agreement, each counterproposal... [is] an occasion to materialise an idea, make it susceptible
to probing and reshaping, vulnerable to opposition by other materialisations, or available to
being picked up other utterances that grant it further materiality.” For others (Whittington,
1996; Giraudeau, 2008) this movement from the ineffability of thought to the certainty of ‘a
strategy’ is mobilised through mark-making, écriture, diagram, or publication. At a further
order of magnitude, we might understand the materialisation of strategy in terms of organisa-
tional-level practices or routines, equipment, tools, buildings, and even the presence of

people (as recruits, as leaders, as agents provocateurs) that emerge because of strategy, be-
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cause it is strategic decision-making that materialises those phenomena into being (at least in

the organisational context).

What is needed is some way of observing, analysing and representing these relationships and
the ways in which humans and the things around them interact both within and between the
quadrants identified. The project is both an intellectual one, addressing the curiosity-driven
question of what the kind of broader and flatter ontology of strategy practice suggested by
(amongst others) Vaara & Whittington (2012) might look like (and, for example, offering
suggestions to the empirical questions that arise from theoretical work like Chia & Holt's
(2006) conceptualisation of strategic ‘coping’ by offering examples if what their inadvertent
strategists are coping with), but it also speaks to the research question identified in chapter 1

of this thesis, which asks what counts in strategy production.

The aim of this thesis is not to reproduce the normative or performative territory of much of
the body of the s-as-p literature or (whilst acknowledging the contribution of the theorists
noted above) to further refine understandings of how strategy is performed by offering further
analysis or detail of sow materials exert agency in those contexts, but to emancipate the pro-
ject of strategy-as-practice as an illuminating approach to the doing (rather than the perform-
ing) of strategy (or as Chia (2004, p. 30) memorably suggests “mistaking the menu for the
dish”). That emancipation takes two forms: firstly, by extending the expectation (and the em-
pirical territory) about where strategy is produced beyond normative contexts; and, secondly,
by drawing attention to forms of agency that are, by definition, not performative because the
agency is located in ’things’ (which cannot “perform”, unlike people who are almost always
‘performing' if we accept a Foucauldian view of the world). The question then, of why ma-
terial agency counts is conceived not as an explanatory contribution to the s-as-p literature
but as a disruptive one, offered in opposition to the culture of strategic determinism presented
in chapter 3 and extending the emancipatory traditions of s-as-p which has so usefully decon-
structed the straightforward relationships between unitary human intent and unitary human

outcome.
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Figure 11: Timeline of activities and deliverables on the office wall (detail).

“Thinking strategically, then you have to... you know, think “what we can head for, two weeks
ahead or three weeks ahead?” But obviously in an institution there are a huge number of
things where you need to plan, every twelve months, every twenty four months, thirty six
months, seventy two months, ten years, fifteen years...” (Interview participant 1)

The Gantt chart could, feasibly, go on forever, says the senior officer. He uses language I
have heard before in The School, about the immutable cycles of academic life: admissions,
inductions, freshers’ weeks, exams and assessments, degree shows, marking, graduations.
Gantt charts are primarily visual tools: they allow the strategist to ‘see’ the future, or at least
one possible future in which all organisational objectives have been met on time. They seem
to fit into the visual and material turn identified by Bell & Davison (2013) and theorised fur-
ther by Dameron, L&, & LeBaron (2015) and Vaara & Whittington (2012); but they are also

partial objects that will never be fully complete.

These objects have inherited a form of agency because they exclude other possible futures
and direct the people viewing them towards just one timeline and just one set of outcomes.

‘Outcomes’ here are characterised as deliverables: there is an explicit project management
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paradigm illustrated in which conceptions of success are analogous to the completion of tasks

on time.

“..I think an awful lot of that is much more reactive than we think it is...” (Interview parti-

cipant 1)

When I look at the chart, I see three different groups of ‘things’ that must be delivered. Some
of these are the ‘things’ that have to be delivered every year, regardless of what is going on
elsewhere in the organisation, or outside it. There’s a material dimension to each of these
activities, and material productions: the annual prospectus, course handbooks, student
guidelines, assessment pro-forma, room allocations, reading lists, reports to external exam-
iners, reports from external examiners. All of the detritus of academic life that, if we are to
believe Bourdieu, create the conditions of possibility for teaching (Bourdieu & Wacquant,
1992). There is nothing neutral or inevitable about any of these materials, they are all man-
dated by a particular set of assumptions about how teaching should be conducted and how the
quality of that teaching might be judged. This material environment is hardly uncontested
(Newton, 2000; Morley, 2003) and it clearly has a normative effect on the ways in which The
School, and all the other higher education institutions in the UK, must conduct core business.
This is material with both self-authorising and disciplinary intent in the way described by
Demir (2015). These dimensions of intent seem amplified because these materials are associ-
ated with a timeline of production, they are strengthened because temporal attention must be

paid to them, and not only once, but repeatedly.

There is strategy here, but whose strategy? It’s The School’s strategy because creating these
materials and using them is central to delivery of education, but it’s also the materialisation of
the strategies of multiple external agencies. Without the production of these materials, The
School could not deliver its core mission, but is reactive delivery the same as strategy? Simil-
arly, is this future-vision of strategic outcomes a truly collective vision, or does one person
assert their own timeline and exclude others? I look at the handwriting. There are lots of dif-
ferent hands, although one does dominate. Is this the person most often asked to take notes in

meetings? The person with the neatest handwriting? The person most often in this room and
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able to add more information? The person with the most ideas? The person with the best

ideas? It’s impossible to tell.

On the chart I can see other types of milestones and deliverables that are indisputably related
to School strategy. There are building projects related to strategic plans for extending the
campus. There are new integrated modules and programmes that are part of a new learning
and teaching strategy. These deliverables point to a future determined by The School and its
strategic choices, rather than by someone else’s strategies. Any strategic plan or project is de-
signed with the future in mind (Costanzo & MacKay, 2008; Pitsis et al., 2003; Tsoukas &
Shepherd, 2004). In theorizing time, most researchers have embraced a phenomenological
rather than chronological view (Antonacopoulou & Tsoukas, 2002). In other words, time
cannot be conceived outside of human experience. In the s-as-p literature, time and temporal
continuity is expressed not as a linear succession of ‘now-points’ but “as an ongoing flow of
present actions that draw simultaneously on pasts and futures as epistemic resources, which
themselves are subject to endless reconstruction” (Hernes, Simpson, & Soderlund, 2013, p.
3). But the temporal experience of these practitioners as they “live in the flow of time and
construct the future” (ibid) is both structured and limited by the tasks that must be done now
and those that must be completed by then. The Gantt chart disallows flow and replaces it with

the calendar.

“It5... like a church: Saints’ days and Easter and Christmas. They come around every year
the same and we have to celebrate them. Academia is... riddled with things which are on life
cycles, so, you know, the undergraduate programme is four years. If you want to start a new
[programme] it takes you two years, if you want to close [a programme] it probably takes
you two years. How long does [a programme] last for? It might last forever, it might last for
fifteen years, so there's a kind of cycle associated with those... so you need to understand
those cycles.” (Interview participant 3)

Every person I talk to at The School is highly conscious of the ways in which the academic

calendar creates the shape of their job and enables or constrains other activities.

“..one of the biggest challenges simply comes down to logistics, timetabling, how to get
everyone invested in that.” (Interview participant 3)
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Not everyone is as consciously sensitive to other temporal effects that make organisational

delivery of strategic objectives more difficult and more confusing:

“And then when you actually get to the conversation with people, then obviously each indi-
vidual who works here is a kind of timeline. It's a funny sort of place, 'cause it's the sort of
place where people don't necessarily...because it's small, there isn't the natural, say, shall we
say, career progression, that you might have in another place, 'cause it's not as if you
can...you know, plot your way round the organisation and move a lot. So, then there's kind of
timelines associated with individuals and how they think. Some people stay in the same thing,
for... you know, forever. Some people go quickly.” (Interview participant 1)

The Gantt charts and the diaries and the strategic plans seem like organisational and personal
insurance policies against the loss of knowledge and expertise when people leave. In this
way, they operate as materialised repositories of organisational memory in ways familiar

from the literature of organisational learning (Wang & Ahmed, 2003; Dix et al., 1998).

“There's these relationship timelines, physical timelines for estates, timelines to do with what
goes on here, the product, if you like. And then timelines associated with individuals.” (Inter-
view participant 1)

But these diaries and Gantt charts and ‘to do’ lists seem to have an additional effect, which
has an emotional dimension. Although the people I meet sigh about their busy schedules and
complain about having no time, these material manifestations of their busyness are also ob-
jects of reassurance. We might lament that there are ‘only so many hours in the day’ but that
lament is also an expression of relief. If there really are only so many hours in the day, or
days in the week, or weeks in the (academic) year, then only so much can realistically be
achieved. There is pleasure in dividing up the time and in those divisions limiting the number
of tasks that might be expected of us and the extent of change that we might be expected to
cope with. It’s possible to see this pleasure in the personal materials of time and task man-

agement: one member of staff lavishly decorates their office walls with mind maps, photo-
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graphs, newspaper cuttings, photocopies and other paraphernalia that is organised under

headings and deadlines for research tasks, each piece of ephemera a materialisation of an idea

or a train of thought that will eventually coalesce into the finished research product.

For others, the pleasures are more straightforward: colour coordinated sticky notes, neatly
filled-in timeslots in an online calendar. For everyone, the timelines are punctuated by the
holy days of admissions, degree shows, marking, graduations. In these materials I can also
see an implied theory of strategy that echoes the testimonies elicited during my ITTD inter-

view: that is, strategic change is subordinate to the temporal routines of academic life.
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Story 3

I’m outside a smallish, squattish, sixties-ish, grey concrete building near the motorway inter-
change, trying to get access to teaching spaces occupied by first year undergraduate students.
Like all the buildings on campus, access is restricted to staff and students, all of whom have a
‘smart’ identity card that, once touched to the pad on the outside door and to the sensors on
the London Underground-style metal barriers beyond. I have a guest pass that I signed for
and have to return to the reception desk at a more modern building up a steep hill once I have
finished. Either my card isn’t working or I’'m not doing it right, because I can’t get in and I

don’t want to go back to reception because that hill is hard going.

This is my first day of field observation and I'm due to spend a few hours with a class of
about twenty students and their two teachers. Assuming I can get into the building. Eventu-
ally a student arrives at the door and I smile at her and sneak into the building behind her be-
fore the door slams again and I’m outside. The teaching rooms that I’m visiting are on the
second floor, through several sets of double doors and at the end of a corridor that contains
offices for administrators and academic staff, toilets, and a kitchen with a kettle and a mi-

crowave and a small sink.

The two inter-linked teaching rooms have large, multi-paned windows on each side: one wall
facing north-east over the motorway and the other facing into a large open void, not quite a
courtyard, more a light-well, between this part of the building and its counterpart further up
the hill. There are supporting metal pillars in the middle of each room: the overall effect is of
a factory (or perhaps a loft apartment in New York), except that the space is divided into
small cubicles of about 2 metres by three, open-ended, and delineated by temporary walls
made from white-painted board, each at around head height. These are the ersatz studio

spaces in which each student creates and exhibits their work.
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Figure 12: View from the teaching studio window.

The room feels crowded, there’s nowhere to hang my bag and coat, so I leave them on a pile
next to a pillar with all the others. It’s the winter semester and I’'m here to observe ‘crits’.
‘Crits’ is when students present their work in class to their teachers and the others in their
class group for discussion and critical response. This type of systematic peer review of com-
pleted work or work in progress is almost unknown outside of the creative disciplines3, but it
is central to the teaching of art and to the organisation and value of studio-based teaching
strategies (Harwood, 2007; Belluigi, 2016; Barratt, 2000). The School consistently reinforces
its commitment to this distinctive pedagogy, it appears in the first sentence of The School’s

mission statement for 2015-2018: “A global leader in studio-based learning...”
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Figure 13: An impromptu place for bags between the studio spaces.

“First of all, I think the most important thing to know is that [The School] is a place where

people learn about and become designers, artists, architects, creative people generally, and
that's kind of done through studio teaching, which is a kind of social form of teaching, I'd say,
which is...because it happens in, relatively speaking, small groups in a studio environment,
where the students learn in a number of different ways. They learn from the kind of type of
projects and activities you might set them in your job, and they also - but they also learn in
lots of other ways: from each other as well, and through a kind of a collaborative, creative
process...” (Interview participant 9)

These are first year students, and this is their first experience of ‘crits’. It’s my first experi-
ence too and I’m excited because to me this process both exemplifies strategy-in-action (be-
cause studio-based learning is so central to The School’s mission and identity) and something
that is otherwise hidden to anyone except the students and their teachers. I have been intro-

duced to the student group and my presence and purpose explained.

Catherine Owen The Stuff of Strategy 2022



154
“It's a discursive environment, and conversation, and being reflexive and being responsive to
different students, different students' strengths and weaknesses, needs, and kind of...interests,
is really important. So, although there's a kind of curriculum, it's really interesting that it's
not...it's a bit maybe like the British Constitution, it's not written down anywhere [laughs]. It
kind of exists as an idea, and a shared set of, kind of, understandings, I think, between a team
of staff... and also it's quite important to bring students into that as well, so quite often you'd
be doing stuff like...you'll maybe tweak it or direct it in particular ways depending on what
the students might be interested in or whatever, what they might have done previously, or
what you might want them to go on to do afterwards.” (Interview participant 12)

I’m touched that the students and the staff seem to be happy to let me witness the crits today
because I come from outside this shared community of understandings. These students are
joining a ritual of art education that reached a mythical apotheosis in the teaching strategies
of The Bauhaus School4. The students who are participating in this realisation of The
School’s strategy today will find everything around them transformed, even transfigured.
Their private studios become public, as the whole class and the two teachers squeeze into
each space for a discussion of the work on display. There is a crush of bodies: some students

sit on the floor to allow others to see. It feels like an invasion, although it’s a friendly one.

Figure 14: A slightly larger postgraduate student workplace/studio in another building
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I’m not the first researcher to notice that studio teaching practices can have a transformative

effect, and not only on the material world around these students, but on the outcome of learn-
ing in general (Rolling, 2010; Sullivan, 2006). The construction of studio-based pedagogies
sits largely in opposition to positivist educational designs in which learning intentions are ex-
pressed as research questions, hypotheses, lesson objectives or other positions within a
known body of knowledge. Instead, they have an interpretivist flavour in which a problem is
“surrounded” (Sullivan, 2006, p. 19) by discussion, consensus and corroboration until a

breakthrough in knowledge is reached.

The students showing their work today are indisputably surrounded. Discussion is led at first
by the two teaching staff, who model the kinds of conversation that they eventually expect
the students to have with each other. For now, the conversations seem largely atheoretical, the
response is to the material of the work: what is it made from? How was it made? There’s a

sort of touching going on through the eyes, we look but we imagine feeling these materials.

Merleau-Ponty (2005) says that corporeal knowledge is that which is learned, held and un-
derstood through the body. Artists embody their art practice due to repetition of movement,
familiarity with tools and increased confidence in the nature of their practice, but there is also
a linguistic and procedural embodiment expressed in terms of the insider language and cul-
ture developed and used amongst practitioners. Barad (2007) refers to this as entangling ma-
terial and discourse. This embodied knowledge includes the ability to access modes of read-
ing and understanding the practice, both cognitive and corporeal. This is the embodied prac-

tice that these students are experiencing and learning for the first time today.

“..it's about creating an environment where all of those things can happen...an environment
that is kind of challenging, offers them...um...ideas, opinions, and sort of stimulation, I sup-
pose. And an environment that they feel comfortable in, and they can kind of feel confident
about expressing their own ideas, testing them out, seeing where they go, and not be worried
about failing, and being willing to take risks, and all of the things that you would sort of as-
sociate with any sort of creative activity I suppose.” (Interview participant 15)

Today these students are taking risks, because they are opening-up their work to scrutiny by

their peers. This process can be intensely disruptive for students because it has the potential
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to transform their own understanding of their work, its communicative potential, and how it

is perceived by others (Sawyer, 2017). It’s not entirely unexpected then, when one student
reacts badly to the responses to her work and rushes out of the studio to find sanctuary
somewhere less crowded. I’'m surprised, because what was said seemed both positive and
supportive, but the teachers explain to me that her distress is not because she feels under at-
tack, but because what she thought she was communicating through her artistic practice and

the messages received by the viewer are so divergent.

The ‘things’ around us seemed much more fixed half an hour ago than they are now. These
students are being asked to reach a state of completion in which their work over the semester
is ready to be shown to others. Each studio space is transformed into an impromptu gallery.
I’'m drawn back to Werle & Seidl’s (2015) identification of ‘partial objects’ or the unfinished,
dynamic products of knowledge work that “have the capacity to unfold indefinitely” (Knorr
Cetina, 1997, p. 12). What was seemingly ‘complete’ is again contested, liminal, requiring of

further attention.

A week or so later I’'m with the same group of students and the same teachers at a large pub-
lic art gallery in the city. We’re visiting a large-scale and prestigious exhibition of the work of
four artists competing for a national art prize that attracts a lot of media attention. Today the
students are being encouraged to apply the same critical techniques to the art they see as they
applied to each other’s work in last week’s crits. In some ways, this exhibition represents an
apotheosis of career attainment for these young artists, and The School is certainly as keen as
any other in the UK to publicise the number of its graduates that are previous winners.

(Street, 2005; Phoca, 2002)

Once outside the studio, these artistic objects are cut loose from the potential of ‘explanation’
by the people who made them. They have to exist on their own and project meaning and
value on their own. This effect is heightened because the art ‘things’ here are being con-
sidered in competition and are being visited more often and subjected to more scrutiny as a

result.
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Figure 15: at the art gallery

The teachers are modelling the same critical practices at the gallery as they modelled in the
studio last week. The questions and discussions start from the same place of examination of
materials, considerations of construction, placement and installation, and semiotic effects of
meaning and transmission. These ‘things’ have been magically imbued with the vitality Ben-
nett (2009) describes. Of course, this vitality is not without human intervention, but the di-
mensions of that intervention change. This is most evident in the work of one of the artists
who is presenting an assemblage of ‘ready-mades’: in this case, an artwork comprising a
number of chairs, of the type you might see in a waiting room although they are old-fash-
ioned, with a vintagey-seventies feel. The back of each chair is draped with a real fur coat, as
though the wearer has just shrugged it off to do... what? Go dancing? See a plastic surgeon?

Meet their lawyer?

The artist has not made these materials, but in assembling them together, in a particular form-
ation, in a tradition exemplified at least in the public mind by Duchamp’s ‘readymades’ of the

early twentieth century. Famously, in 1964, the philosopher and art historian Arthur Danto
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encountered Andy Warhol's Brillo in a New York gallery. Warhol's Brillo boxes closely re-

sembled those that could be purchased in grocery stores, prompting Danto to reflect on why
the former are art and the latter not. Danto concluded that it was the “atmosphere of artistic
theory” surrounding Warhol's work that made the difference (Danto, 1964, p. 580). Danto
concluded that it was an object's relation to an institution, (in this case, the artworld), that en-
ables it to be transfigured into art. Danto became known as the main proponents of the ‘insti-
tutional theory of art” according to which whether something is art or not is determined by

whether it is deemed as such, or accepted as such, by members of the artworld.

The artistic strategy pursued by the artist (at least as it is understood by Danto, 1964) has, it
occurs to me, much in common with the kids of distributed and diffuse organisational prac-
tices or strategies that interest me. It does not attempt to define artworks in terms of how they
were made or where. It also opens the door for a diverse metaphysics of art, if the items given
uptake by the artworld happen to be ontologically diverse. Third, and relatedly, it diminishes
the role of artistic medium: the artworld may admit items that violate the historic conventions
of medium or even stand outside traditional and established media altogether (Irvin & Dodd,

2017). The difficulty of defining ‘art’ is analogous to the difficulty of defining ‘strategy’.

If we pursue this analogy, we meet the inevitable: “The prospects for a definition of art in
terms of the structural features that artworks must share are dim, especially given that art will
continue to evolve in directions we cannot now predict” (Irvin & Dodd, 2017). Existing the-
ories, including the institutional theory suggested by Danto (1964) each come with their own
problems. For example, if we are to accept that an artwork is an artwork (or a strategy is a
strategy) by virtue of its acceptance by a community of practice, we might reasonably ask
who is admitted to this community of practice and under what criteria? More importantly, we
might also ask under what criteria they judge the admissibility if a potential piece of art. The
suspicion is that many definitions might emerge, but the practices and structures by which
criteria might be defined speak to another form of material agency: the self-replicating modes

by which art references itself in order to gain admission into the canon of ‘art’ at all.

To paraphrase the art historian Jerrold Levinson (1979), in making an omelette I set down an
assemblage of eggs, bowl, spatula, oil on the kitchen table. Is it possible that this assemblage

is also art, even if it exists in oblivious innocence of the gallery? This definition allows for
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multiple forms of artistic recognition grounded in appreciation of appearances, conceptual

interest, success at challenging prior conceptions of art, and social critique. Might we also be
able to see admissible forms of strategy in the same assemblages of ready-made materials, the
same distance from the reifying sheen of the gallery or meeting room? I’'m drawn again to the

advertisement for a university strategist that we first met in Chapter 1:

“Reporting directly to the Deputy Vice-Chancellor Research and Innovation (DVC
R&I), we are looking for an exceptional individual to take on this challenging new
role. Working with the DVC R&I and with internal and external stakeholders, you
will develop a clear strategy, change programme and implementation plan to integrate
and deliver a new research and innovation strategy, to achieve clearly defined success
criteria.”

What strikes me this time is the performance of busyness implied by this advertisement. So
much to do, and achieve, and so many criteria by which those doings might be judged a suc-
cess or not. One of the reasons that Duchamp was drawn to ‘readymades’ (or so he liked to
claim) was that, deep down, he was lazy. He preferred, as he put it, living to making. Duch-
amp’s studio, too, was also an assemblage of a place to ‘do’ art, a living space, and some-
where to entertain his friends. Molesworth (1998) describes Duchamp’s manipulation of the
functional things in this all-encompassing space as a form of criticism of Taylorist principles

of scientific rationalism at both work and at home.

The School is not immune to Taylorist attempts to rationalise how practices are conducted.
The complexity of the contracted hours of many members of staftf who are simultaneously

artists and teachers is reflected in the complexity of the time allocation models being trialled

by The School:

“I'm on a...so I'm on a point seven contract, which means I'm employed for three and a half
days, so three of those are in [The School]. It's a pretty full-on schedule because admin time
has to be squeezed in, here and there, and the half day that I'm paid for at the moment should
be something like...I mean it should be a little longer than a half day because if you're frac-
tional, if you're on a point five contract two and a half days a week, you're two days teaching
and half a day's tuition, and half a day to do research. If you're on a full-time contract you
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get a day of research. So, I'm somewhere between that and I'm three and a half days, and 1
Jjust take a half day, that as research.” (Interview participant 11)

Taylor’s motion-study diagrams and his principles of time management were designed not
only to represent working practices: their ultimate goal, in the name of efficiency, was to
eliminate unnecessary steps. Taylorism's desire to eliminate wasted time meant that it often
entered the home as a series of "step-saving" devices (Aitken, 2014). In Duchamp's home
studio his ‘readymades’ were arranged in a way that foiled work, creating unnecessary steps
and denying the things around him the opportunity to fulfil their mute destiny by serving the
purpose for which they were designed. In other words, the ‘readymades’ were nothing if not
willfully inefficient. They are the opposite of ‘busyness’ and the opposite of the kinds of at-
hand equipmentalities that drive much of the current focus on materialism in the strategy pro-

cess and practice domains (Dameron et al., 2015).

The literatures of s-as-p and strategy process tend to present themselves in a neutral, apolitic-
al space, in which interest in strategy practices is characterised by a platonic curiosity. If there
is a political dimension, it is the one we encountered in Chapter 2: that a focus on human
practices and processes stands in opposition to economic or technocratic views of strategy
and of organisations and of organisational rationalism. But, from a Taylorist perspective,
what is more rational than close examination of what people do to fulfil their allotted tasks

and how they interact with materials in that practice of doing?

Duchamp, in forbidding his ‘things’ to be useful, asks us to re-consider how much we value
busyness and making and utility. In 1913, as Molesworth (1998) recounts, Duchamp jotted a
note to himself: "Can one make works which are not works of 'art'?" Can one make some-
thing that has no function, that per-forms no work, that is not beholden to a purpose, even that
of art? Something not beholden to leisure either?* We might ask similar questions of strategy.
Duchamp asked instead for artist and viewer to collaborate in agreeing that an object, any
object, might function as art. In doing so, he created a covenant between artist and viewer(s)
in which meaning is endowed collectively where no meaning was previously perceived. The
artist’s skill is in positioning an object in a context in which its ‘real’ purpose in the outside
world is redundant. In its new context, interaction with the object acts as a provocation to the

imagination of the viewer. In doing so, the artist explicitly draws attention to the socially con-
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structed nature of phenomena and invites the viewer to join a ‘club’ in which a new meaning

is accepted and shared.

Mantere (2013) argues for a similar social process in the use of language in strategy-commu-
nication in organisations. Words that have meaning(s) and function(s) in everyday life be-
come meaningless in the context of the organisation until a shared meaning is constructed
just as Duchamp’s urinal loses its function in the context of the gallery until a new meaning is
ascribed to it. The peculiar indeterminacy of the language of strategy (including most obvi-
ously the word ‘strategy’ itself) has plagued both strategists and strategy scholars: no ad-
equate definition seems possible without also defining the context in which the word is used,

and identifying the people who are using it (Seidl, 2007).

On Thursday and Friday evenings in the city it is often possible to visit two, or three (or even
four, if you have the stamina) free openings of art shows. The format is usually predictable,
although there is a set menu of variable components that keep things fresh: some shows
might feature the work of just one artist, others may be a specific collaboration between two
or more artists, or there may be a group show in which works otherwise unconnected are
presented together because of an institutional or other connection between the artists. Less
often, or at least less often in smaller or private galleries, there may be thematically-curated
shows in which the subject or the medium of the art provides the rationale for the show,

rather than the identity or reputation of the artist.

I’ve attended maybe 30 gallery openings whilst I have been doing my fieldwork. That sounds
like a lot, but actually I’d probably be attending most of them anyway. I’m interested in con-
temporary art, but I also enjoy the format of these events. There are often free drinks (and
very occasionally free food), there is, by definition, something interesting to look at, and I
usually bump into lots of people that I know. Since I started this research, the number of
people that I know at exhibition openings has rapidly increased because almost everyone at-
tending seems to be either a current member of staff or a student at The School, or an alum-
nus of The School, or in some other way connected. To me, these events feel like The School
at play, but of course what is actually happening is the culmination of years of education,

sometimes decades of art practice, in the production of materials to show to the public. Even
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if most of these exhibitions do not take place within The School itself, they are the reason

that it exists.

Figure 16: ‘readymades’ in assemblage

There are sculptural assemblages of ‘readymades’ here at this small, private gallery too. One

artwork (Fig. 16) juxtaposes a hammer and a white carnation. The materials shown together
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here have entirely different relationships with agency. The hammer is anti-functional as in

anti-work: it resists its expected, mandated, standardised use. Its agency is ironic, drawing
attention to its lack of busyness and its lack of utility. It is inert, mysteriously suspended from
the wall, serving no purpose except as an ersatz vessel for the carnation. The carnation, in
contrast, has agency in the context of this sculpture. It will soon begin to droop through lack

of water, and wilt, and eventually drop away, denying the hammer its one remaining purpose.

This small gallery is full of students and staff from The School. It’s 8pm. There are plastic
cups with unpleasantly warm, but free, white wine. I’'m a little bit drunk. I listen in to conver-
sations. They are a mixture of gossip, jokes, comments on the art, and what can only be de-
scribed as teaching. This is The School at play, but also at work. The atmosphere is a contrast
to the sober gallery visit conducted during teaching hours. I’'m reminded of a comment from
a member of staff about the increasing difficulty of teaching outside the confines of the cam-

pus.

“..a system was emerging where any initiative that you took to sort of improve the student
experience by taking them out of the school involved filling in lots of assessments, and it was
just going to the Transport Museum. Well, not that we ever went to the Transport Museum,
but as an example, to literally you know, if you step over the threshold of the building, that
required, you know...” (Interview participant 5).

Tonight, I’'m attending another event both inside and outside of The School, because it takes
place inside The School’s Students Union building. The location is less formal than the public
galleries housed in The School’s new flagship building next door, and more suited to the
work, which is a re-creation of a performance first shown as part of a students’ degree show

in 1981.
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Figure 17: performance at the students’ union

This performance has been re-staged by the original artist in collaboration with an artists’ col-
lective comprising younger alumni of The School. The stage set is striking: black and white
stripes, dots, and lozenges decorate the floor and the back wall, the rest of the space is unlit.
Three models walk from the darkness onto the lit stage to the sound of The Velvet Under-
ground and Nico’s All Tomorrow’s Parties and slowly dance, changing places with each other
before assuming static poses in a tableaux vivant. Their faces are covered in the same fabric
as their dresses, which in turn are covered in the same fabric as the walls and stage. I'm im-
mediately reminded of a photograph of Nancy Cunard taken by Cecil Beaton in which she
appears in front of two swathes of contrasting polka dot fabrics in exactly the same scale as
these. And of the performance artist Leigh Bowery, whose extraordinary costumes also in-

cluded face and often full head masks made of the same materials.

One reason for this re-creation of a students’ degree show nearly forty years ago is that the
artist used her designs and costumes in another sphere and became (at least for a while) rather

famous. Her costumes from that period still have cult status. Her original degree show had,
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however, been a ‘failure'. At the time, as she recalls, The School had been dominated by male

painters and a particularly muscular vision of fine art practice that hadn’t been able to ac-

commodate her mixed media, fashion-inspired show.

The students and staff watching this performance are seeing, at least obliquely, the effects of
strategic change at The School materialising in front of them. Where once multi-disciplinary,
mixed media artworks struggled to find a place in the canon, or a structure for teaching and
assessment that could validate, this kind of cross-discipline thinking is now encouraged.
What is still problematic are the structures of teaching and assessment that make it harder
than it should be for students to experience other disciplines or to work collaboratively with
each other across departments. A new teaching strategy is being discussed that will transform
first year learning to help students make exactly these sorts of connections across depart-
ments, but progress is being hampered because staff are constrained by what we might refer
to as ‘logistics’. This catch-all term encompasses myriad material considerations: building
space, geographical location, incompatibilities with the academic calendar, changes to pro-
gramme descriptions that must be ratified through convoluted quality assurance systems cre-

ating more paperwork.

The School creates, as Bourdieu would put it, the conditions of possibility for teaching, or
more importantly, the conditions of possibility for art (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). The ma-
terial representations and the performance we are witnessing is only possible because of those
conditions. The School is a community of practice, a communal space, and a transmitter of
possibilities. However, the material constraints under which it operates also /imit the potential
for the possibility of art. This push-pull relationship is not, of course particular to The School,
or to higher education, but it shows how big ideas are often side-lined because of what seem

like small material impediments.

“I think to get the most out of art school you have to have quite an open mind, like you have
to not have massive preconceptions about what it is you're doing, or why you're doing it, and
be very receptive to things just happening and revealing themselves over time. That's equally
true if you're a student or if you're a member of staff, I think.” (Interview participant 18)

Story 4
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Having the opportunity to see inside the huge reconstruction site in the middle of the campus

has become a bit of a holy grail. I keep hearing thrilling snippets about how well things are

progressing. One friend was given an original handmade iron nail found in the debris.
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Figure 18: visiting the reconstruction site
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I’d love to see the building in an unfinished, liminal state before it is completed and re-

opened, even if I don’t get a nail. Getting access isn’t straightforward. This is a busy working
site. Sometimes it is just too dangerous to allow visitors, and sometimes work is being done
that means access is blocked off. Also, there are a lot of people that would like to see inside.
In the end, the combination of knowing the right person to ask (and the fact that it’s my birth-

day) swing it for me.

Before I am allowed inside, the material paraphernalia and routines of building sites awaits. |
must sign in, put on a hi-vis tabard and a hard hat (which must be adjusted to fit my head
properly). My shoes are replaced with heavy boots with steel toecaps. There is a safety brief-
ing and instructions about taking photographs (allowed) and wandering off (definitely not
allowed). I think of all the times that I’ve been in here before: to attend exhibitions, to visit
friends in their top floor studios, to buy Christmas presents from the shop, an (unsuccessful)

job interview.

Werle & Seidl’s (2015) paper The Layered Materiality of Strategizing: Epistemic Objects and
the Interplay between Material Artefacts in the Exploration of Strategic Topics conceptualises
strategic objectives or topics as epistemic objects. In other words, the focus of the strategy,
the point or purpose of the strategy and the process of strategising are all bundled up together
and treated as a ‘thing’ that is, as yet, incomplete and unknowable. What is known (and what
is, as yet, unknown) takes form in material artefacts that are themselves incorporated into the
process: they are tangible manifestations of the on-going decision-making needed to create

organisational strategy.

In Chapter 2, we saw how Werle & Seidl (2015) draw on philosophical work by Knorr-Cetina
(1997) and Rheinberger (1997) to focus attention on the ways in which objects might shape
the development of strategists’ understanding. The strategy itself is partial, incomplete, limin-
al, and emergent and the objects created or co-opted to improve understanding are themselves
often mysterious and incomplete in form. As far as The School is concerned, I'm standing
right inside the ultimate liminal and epistemic object. Its partial nature over the last year or
so, half-destroyed by fire and covered in scaffolding and tarpaulin, has inevitably affected the
overall organisational strategy of The School, and the building in its current state of incom-

pletion has generated multiple strategies of its own. These strategies are not just about re-
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building, but include important decisions about how the building will be used once it is re-

opened, where the students and staff that were once housed in here will be accommodated in
the future, how The School’s educational design might change to reflect the changing status
of the building and the design of the campus, and how The School relates to the city, and to
the wider community of interest in this building which is only growing in the aftermath of the

fire.

For now, we’re talking about the details of the re-construction with the architect and project
manager. She tells us about the care taken to research the history of the building: it is particu-
larly fortunate that the original architectural plans survive, but they must be translated to re-
flect modern building standards and to satisfy the requirements of overseeing heritage bodies.
We admire a huge, beautiful, wooden post holding up the ceiling in one room and are told a
story about how The School’s archives were the source of information about what kind of
wood had originally been used, and where it had come from. That information moved the re-
building strategy along, but also created new puzzles and problems: where to source similar
wood more than a hundred years later? What sawmills still existed? Were there mature trees
available that could supply large enough single pieces to create all the posts needed? Might

import restrictions cause problems (the wood is American)?

Werle & Seidl (2015) describe how strategists generate what they call ‘primary partial ob-
jects’. For example, they report on a series of informal sessions involving members of a pro-
duction department in a manufacturing company, in which they brainstormed the different
issues associated with a strategic topic. These issues were written down and, in several
rounds of discussions, were subsequently clustered into three main categories and incorporat-
ed into a diagram. This diagram was subsequently used to inform other organisational mem-
bers about these key issues and re-appeared in subsequent strategic development meetings as

the starting-point for new discussions.

In Werle & Seidl’s (2015) example, the topic that inspired these strategising activities was the
emergent concept of ‘flexible production’ that the strategists had heard of but couldn't yet de-
termine if it was relevant to their operations (and, if so, how to translate their own emerging
understanding of its relevance into organisational action). Here at The School, the strategy

topic presented itself in much more dramatic circumstances, but the process of emergent de-

Catherine Owen The Stuff of Strategy 2022



169
cision-making is also predicated on ‘partial objects’. Some of these objects, like in Werle &

Seidl’s (2015) example, are created by strategists and those with responsibility for the build-
ing. They also take the same, routinised forms (PowerPoint slides, diagrams, meeting notes,
provisional budgets, provisional timelines, Gantt charts, financial projections). At the time of

creation, they are incomplete, reflecting uncertainties, ambitions, and concerns.

Werle & Seidl (2015) do not explore the political dimensions of the epistemic object. Their
study uncovers the mechanics by which objects are used recursively to develop understand-
ing, and through that developed understanding, create strategy. But these mechanisms are full
of potential for the assertion of competitive power and much of that power is asserted through
material ‘things’. In the case of The School, the primary partial objects that begin the process
of decision-making are augmented with additional information that is carried through... stuff.
This ‘stuff” includes materials from archives belonging to The School, to the City Council,
and to private individuals and interest groups (plans, photographs, drawings, books, receipts,
memos, notes, letters). It also includes the existing fabric of the building, and things rescued

and conserved from the building.

At the end of the tour, I take off my boots, safety helmet and hi-vis vest in the designated
area. The walls of this room (Figs. 17 and 18) are covered in photocopied plans, photographs
and drawings of the interior and exterior of the building. The architect explains that every day
she sees something new as she moves through the building, and she interrogates these new
findings against the archival evidence here on the wall. Similarly, the archival evidence is
open to daily interrogation as the building gives up its secrets in the process of restoration.
These visual artefacts provide material instantiations of an object of inquiry, or an epistemic
object that is still unknown in the way theorised by Knorr-Cetina (1997). As material instan-
tiations of an epistemic object, visual artefacts are not ‘immutable mobiles’ (Latour, 1986)
but rather they are themselves mutable. By unfolding continuously, raising questions and
prompting answers, they enable the architect to provisionally grasp the object of inquiry
throughout the dynamic process of strategic realisation that is the reconstruction of this key

building.

These photographs and drawings are partial objects, although unlike those described by

Werle & Seidl (2015) they have not been materially produced in the exploration process but
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co-opted into it from elsewhere. Another point of divergence is that, although the investiga-

tion of the epistemic object is mediated by these partial objects in the way we expect from
readings of Werle & Seidl (2015) and Knorr-Cetina (1997) that mediation is not undertaken
as a substitute for investigation of the whole. Here, the investigator interacts recursively with

the epistemic object itself and with the partial objects that are its material representations.

Figure 18: archival reference materials

Another important characteristic of epistemic objects is their generative nature. Rather than
being simply passive objects that lend themselves to investigation, instead they direct the in-
vestigation process itself. The questions directed at the object of investigation are not simply
produced by the investigator but are provoked by the object itself. In this sense, epistemic
objects might be described as materially agentic because they are ‘question-

generating’ (Knorr-Cetina, 2001, p. 181).
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This building is certainly question-generating, and not just in terms of its reconstruction. In

the last of my stories, I attend a lunchtime meeting where, over sandwiches, a small group of
staff members are invited to view (and to touch) a selection of objects found in the post-fire
debris. These include remnants of some beautiful ironwork, and (rather comically) a half-

melted iPad.

T

Figure 19: archival reference materials
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A slideshow offers further glimpses of the treasures thankfully rescued and undergoing con-

servation off-site. These include multiple plaster casts of classical statuary that were iconic
fixtures of the building when it was in use (Fig. 19). We are invited to think about these ob-
jects in two ways. Firstly, as objects of cultural and historical interest: work is underway not
only to conserve them, but to find out more about their construction and who made them.
Secondly, as aesthetic objects that inspire different forms of research enquiry. The proposed
strategy is to build new research themes and to develop The School’s nascent PhD pro-
gramme in fine art using these newly curious objects as the starting point for the creation of
new artworks and new theorising. One object in particular has started to embody this strategic
aim: she is a bust of Venus, charred, cracked, and held together with straps as though in

bondage (Fig. 20).

Figure 20: Venus bound
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This figure has undoubted aesthetic power, but in moving from the site of the fire to the site
of conservation, and latterly to this site of presentation her aesthetics have become semiotic-
ally-entangled with institutional preference-setting about a strategic response to the fire. The
context of presentation is one in which she is assumed to be only temporarily displaced and
will, after proper care, be restored not only to a renewed ‘wholeness’ but also back to her ori-
ginal site in a fully-restored building. She is thus symbolic not only of survival, but of a more
generalised strategic orientation towards a caring and restorative reconstruction. It is never
suggested that she may learn to live with the absence of her former surroundings or find her-

self presented elsewhere in another context.
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6 Contributions, discussion, and conclusion

Chapter 6 summarises the contribution of this thesis to the literatures on materiality,
strategy-as-practice, and (more broadly) to empirical methodologies of data collection and
presentation in business and management. This chapter considers the political and emancip-
atory potential of a socio-material lens that ‘follows the material’in order to illuminate the
practices of strategy production in unexpected locations, contexts, and communities and how
this might be particularly valuable in the current UK higher education sector. This chapter
concludes with some reflections on the purpose of the research, some future directions, and
the potential for ontological doubt in strategy research in a return to the question ‘what is the

stuff of strategy?

6.1 Introduction

This chapter sets out the contribution the current thesis makes in three separate but related

literatures.

An initial section (6.2) extends this critical discussion to consider the how the current thesis
contributes to the literature of s-as-p. This section shows how, in harnessing the concept of
material ‘things’ as independent agents in strategy production, this thesis has sought to bridge
the ontological gap between ‘strategy’ as a phenomenon that is merely performed within
mandated strategy contexts and ‘strategy’ that is diffuse across the organisation (and poten-
tially outside organisational boundaries). A second sub-discussion offers a critical discussion
of the potential for radical re-framing of the s-as-p domain as one which might have broader
emancipatory impact by de-coupling it from a performative framing and re-imagining the

domain in terms of material effect.

A second section (6.3) is a critical discussion of what an empirical application of ANT con-
cepts to consider material agency in organisations can tell us about the methodological and
theoretical decisions needed to ‘make materiality work’ in research contexts and considers the

unexpected potential for photographic elicitation as an emancipatory tool.
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Section 6.4 returns to the initial question driving this thesis (what is the ‘stuff’ of strategy)

and enriching that question with a discussion of why we should care and how we might reach

a more satisfactory framing of the problem.

6.2 Contribution to the literature on strategy-as-practice

In this section, I summarise two areas of contribution to the literature of s-as-p and to the
broader domain of strategy studies. The first contribution is concerned with a re-definition of
the “realism” in s-as-p that Chia (2004) identified as one of the domain’s early areas of prom-
ise. A further contribution considers the emancipatory potential of a differing ‘realist’ onto-
logy of strategy and how the agency of material ‘matters’ in a re-framing of the ‘doing’ of

strategy.

In this thesis, I have explored the potential of a synthesis of two broad orientations towards
the study of phenomena, and particularly the phenomenon of organisational strategy. The
starting point, beyond a personal discomfort with normative definitions and practices of
strategy experienced as a participant in various institutional settings, was the conceptual posi-
tion underlying that of the s-as-p literature that a concern for how strategy is done, not just
what ‘the strategy’ says, is a key component in organisational understanding. This position,
shared broadly across the domain of strategy-as-practice or s-as-p, implies a closer considera-
tion of human actions in the production of organisational strategy, and (although this concep-
tual position remains less developed in the broader s-as-p domain) a sensitivity to the poten-
tial of strategy production that is not necessarily conducted in the places, or with the people

or tools or any other materials that are routinely presented as the ‘stuft” of strategy.

A problematising literature in dialogue with the main domain of s-as-p, exemplified by Chia
(2004) and Chia & Holt (2006), offers some speculative correction to the institutionally-man-
dated normativity of strategy activities (and the attendant suspicion that the practice of this
normativity is essentially performative), and with it invites further empirical attention to-
wards strategy production that occurs as part of an emergent pattern of behaviours and prac-
tices across the institution rather than solely within the context of the strategy meeting room

or senior office suite.
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Empirical investigation of this diffuse and much less visible mode of strategy production is

hampered by questions of where, by whom, and how strategy might be produced either un-
consciously, or at least without the formalised badging that legitimises some activities as
‘strategy’ and others as merely ‘what is done’, with the attendant assumption that practices
occurring in these contexts are less or even ‘non’-performative in nature. Despite difficulties
in identifying where and how this kind of strategy production might occur, without this dif-
ferent form of empirical attention, our understanding of the phenomenon of strategy remains
ontologically naive because it is tied to normative organisational tropes and cannot therefore

escape performativity as an organising principle.

In this thesis, I have extended empirical attention towards these less knowable sites, drawing
on the concepts and methods of a different domain: that of actor-network-theory or ANT.
ANT offers some empirical ‘wiggle-room’ because (despite some of the theoretical and con-
ceptual fluidity that is a feature of the domain) it is more easily applied in enquiries where
ontological uncertainty is not only a pre-existing conceptual position, but also may be a goal
of the research, as it is in the work of Annemarie Mol, whose book The Body Multiple largely
inspired the method of data collection and presentation, if not the theoretical conclusions,
also used in this thesis. Mol’s aim in presenting disease as multiple and produced in co-agent-
ic assemblages of people and things, was to liberate the ontology of disease from a singular
definition that favours the ontology of an expert or ‘power’ class and instead to show how
multiple definitions might usefully ‘hang’ together in a way that facilitates multiple ap-
proaches to the disease. The value of her study is not in a greater understanding of a particu-
lar disease (although that might be the case for people particularly interested in diseases of
the leg) but in the introduction of doubt and contingency to a normative ontology that sees

disease as singular and thus singularly approachable.

Adoption of an ANT-oriented framework offers the potential for examination of new vari-
ables in s-as-p, because its flat ontology favours a de-coupling of observation that favours
humans over other ‘actants’ and instead opens up the potential for non-human agencies.
There is no requirement therefore to situate an enquiry about strategy production in a location
that is badged as such by human actants because material agency is not the product of materi-

als ‘things’ knowing that they are acting within a socially-defined context. The way(s) in

Catherine Owen The Stuff of Strategy 2022



177
which ‘things’ might exert strategic agency are therefore multiple, unbounded, and de-

coupled from structuring human concerns like power or preference or institutional framings.

The variables here are (perhaps counter-intuitively for a phenomenon like strategy that is
largely perceived as only within the purview of human concern), not human ones. This is be-
cause, regardless of the institutionally-mandated roles of many of the humans who particip-
ated in this study (and the research participants included the Director of the institution and a
number of senior managers), when those humans move between spaces and encounter new
materials, people, and practices their own ability to produce meaningful responses is changed

and often diminished.

Why then is a focus on material agency particularly important in this context? ANT invites us
to look for the source of agency, to follow the ‘actant’, whether that is a human or an object,
or (as in Mol’s epistemology) the network or assemblages of humans, practices, and things
that together create phenomena. Normative accounts of strategy production in the literature of
s-as-p (and indeed elsewhere) are likely to position human agency (and often competing hu-
man agencies) in the centre of explanatory narratives about why strategies are adopted, rejec-
ted, implemented, and are deemed successful or not. The obstacles that might prevent one
preference or one decision are largely human and reflect the power dynamics within the or-
ganisation. Even when ‘things;’ are invoked as agents or actants in strategic or other out-
comes, it is the manipulation or creative harnessing of material attributes by humans that is

the locus of agency and preference-power.

A more serious focus on material agency that is independent of human preference creates a
new set of variables in which social facts like power or organisational norms might either
change shape, change meaning, or disappear altogether in the face of unassailable material
influences. In this competing formulation, materials, crucially, do not ‘perform’. They have
no audience and the forms of agency they might exert in organisational contexts are inde-
pendent of the social performances of the human actors in establishing networks or as-
semblages not because of human preferences but because of the material characteristics of the

‘things’ themselves.

The narratives presented in chapter 5 of this thesis offer glimpses of otherwise unexpected

and overlooked examples of how material characteristics influence the types and reach of ma-
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terial agencies. For example, the material characteristics of the post-it notes created to ex-

press strategic preferences by participants in the strategy ‘away-day’ determine the extent to
which those expressions might endure in the pursuit of organisational change because the ma-
terial composition of post-it notes is designed to facilitate removal and repositioning. In pay-
ing a focused attention to how those material ‘things’ move and shift position within context
and what that might mean in terms of real action or change in the institutional future, the un-
expectedly salient observation was that many of the post-it notes finished the session on the
floor because their material characteristics (flimsy paper, re-positionable glue) do not lend
themselves to persistence. Some of those post-it notes ended the session in the bin, those that
were gathered up were de-coupled from the contextualisation (on a larger display board) that
had initially granted them agency in the broader network mobilised by the strategy team that
had organised the session. Although the observational opportunities afforded the researcher
ended with the end of the session, it is not hard to imagine a half-life for the remaining post-it
notes that, denuded of context, and partial because they are only a subset of a bigger, but now

incomplete set, themselves end up in the bin because their potential for agency is lost.

This observation might not seem particularly important and would almost certainly be ‘lost’
to view in a more normative research paradigm that favoured a wider view of practices or
assemblages, but the contributing value of a synthesis of s-as-p and ANT method approaches
to micro-phenomena and to ‘what is going on in the room’ that also approaches materials as
seriously as it does humans opens us up to a more doubtful and contingent understanding of
strategy that is different from the human-centered contingencies routinely under scrutiny in s-

as-p (for example, as expressions of power or as dominant and marginalised discourses).

The example above suggests that, in fact, the materials routinely leveraged in normative
strategy production scenarios or assemblages don t count in terms of any appreciable or sus-
tained organisational change. The interview data collected in this research offers some clues
about the kinds of material ‘things’ that constitute the mise en scene of normative organisa-
tional approaches to strategy production (wallcharts, diaries, PowerPoint presentations, Post-
It notes) and applying an analytical attentiveness to these materials fits into the current body
of work in s-as-p in which similar normative materials are scrutinised as components of the

social activity of ‘strategy’.
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Adopting an analytical approach to the material characteristics of these ‘things’ (the glue of

the Post-It Note, for example) might also offer insight into the social dimensions of strategy
production (for example, how the flimsiness and ephemerality of the Post-It Note acts both
metaphorically and physically as a way of minimising the impact of wider ‘community’ en-
gagements and alternative inputs into strategy content). Similarly, the diaries and wall-charts
offer their own narrative potential as both structuring and disciplining carriers of strategic
intent over time, inculcating and mandating an organisational culture of fidelity to milestones
and deadlines (memorably characterised in terms of the immutable ecclesiastical calendar of

feast days and festivals) through which a ‘successful’ strategy must be seen to be achieved.

The question of why materials “count” however, changes when the kinds of ‘assemblages’
under observational scrutiny also change. Adopting an analytic frame that extends past the
normative assumptions of what strategy is and where it is found undoubtably creates concep-
tual and methodological problems for the researchers (and this thesis does not aim nor claim
to ‘solve’ those problems). The kind of analytical extension suggested by Chia (2004) and
Chia & Holt (2006) in which strategy is re-conceptualised in Minztbergian terms as emergent
pattern in human practices creates multiple complications, all of which might usefully
provide the raw material for multiple theses and further enquiry. The affordances identified in
foregrounding material agency as a way ‘into’ this territory help the researcher to avoid some
of the more dangerous conceptual and methodological side-roads (for example, which prac-
tices? Which people practising? For how long?) but they inevitably raise further conceptual
complications (in terms of which materials, what kinds of agencies and so on) and the com-

plex methodological challenge of how to let the materials ‘speak’.

Some of these issues are further elaborated in section 6.4 (below) in which the contribution of
this work to the domain of materiality is the primary focus. However, in terms of a contribu-
tion to s-as-p, the narratives presented in chapter 5 both illuminate and conceal a bigger story
about why material agency ‘counts’ in ways that social agency might not. S-as-p's boundar-
ies, that place normative strategy practices and human agencies as prior, limit its utility as an
explanatory literature beyond those two dimensions. In other words, s-as-p can tell us a lot
about how normative strategy practice is practiced, and its adoption of different lenses, in-
cluding an interest in how materials contribute to those practices, shed further light on the

composition of ‘strategising’ but it does not tell us anything about the strategic changes that
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might or might not occur as a result of the strategising practices observed, dissected, and ana-

lysed.

The value of s-as-p, apart from the curiosity-driven (and curiosity-satisfying) insight into the
‘doing’ of strategy might be characterised as a rejoinder to the rationalistic assumptions un-
der-pinning the wider sector described in chapter 3 of this thesis. In demonstrating that
strategy is produced in an emergent process of discourses, power-plays, cognition, or myriad
other social process, the s-as-p literature is highly attractive to anyone who has been involved
in those social processes as they play out in real organisations. We can recognise ourselves in
the literature of s-as-p in ways that are not possible in mainstream strategy literatures (which
exclude the ‘self” because human agency is subsumed as part of the wider collective proxy of

‘the organisation’ or its sub-units).

The word ‘agency’ here is important, however, because the agencies (human or material) that
are exposed to scrutiny in the s-as-p literature are conceptualised and examined only in terms
of assumptions about the broader agentic effects of the products of the strategising practices
that occur within the assemblages under observation. The end point of the empirical space of
s-as-p is the materialisation of a strategy, and (depending on the lens adopted) we might gain
some insight into how a material product is created and how that product is shaped, struc-
tured and presented in order to satisfy organisational and sectoral expectations. The underly-
ing theory of organisational change is not, however, challenged by the micro-scrutinies of s-
as-p. Regardless of the (often critical) picture of how this end-point is achieved (even veering
into the realm of the ‘fantastical’ confabulations described by Macintosh & Beech, 2012), the

after-life of the products of strategy practice remains outside the purview of s-as-p.

In asking about what counts in terms of organisational strategy, the research question driving
this thesis adopts a critical approach to a theory of change that pre-supposes (once the human
messiness of strategy production is ‘complete’ and the resulting strategy product is released
into the wider organisation) that any similar ‘messiness’ outside the meeting room or plan-
ning awayday is resolved by the rationalism, structure, and content-driven instructionalism of
the strategic ‘product’ but this represents a mis-reading or at least a deliberate omission of the
wider realities in which strategy ‘sits’. Outlier studies such as that conducted by Regner

(2003; 2005) show us a variant ‘take’ on strategy production that invokes the Bourdieusian
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agent we met in chapter 1 of this thesis, who is confronted by partial knowledge and partial

understandings. In this context, the strategy products created by the human strategy agents or
actors of the s-as-p domain can be understood themselves as incomplete and epistemic ob-
jects in the way conceptualised by Karin Knorr-Cetina (2001; 2013) and human approaches
to those objects continue outside the sites in which they were conceived as human agents as

part of a continued practice of strategy.

The narratives presented in this thesis go some way towards illuminating a further useful
problematising complexity that is introduced by adopting an ANT-inspired ‘lens’ or methodo-
logy. In the worldview of ANT, the conceptual presupposition is that insight is gained by
“following the actor”. No distinction is made between human or material actors and this frees
the researcher to critically consider the tacit assumption underlying the normative territory of
s-as-p (that a non-human ‘thing’, most often a strategic plan, is the primary actor or source of
strategic agency). Instead of focusing only on responses to this single materialised product,
an ANT approach instead requires an agnosticism towards a priori assumptions about which

agencies or actors are important.

For this reason, the narratives presented in chapter 5 are much more broad, indeed kaleido-
scopic, than the kinds of focused attention on the post-strategising life of normative strategy
products. This is because ANT asks us not to assume that agency lies in the materialised ex-
pression of managerial intent, but requires instead an attentiveness in the field to different
(and almost certainly competing) agencies that together form the field of practice in which
our confused Bourdieusian human finds themselves. Bracketing this broader field to focus
only on a theoretical and empirical unification of normative strategy practices and the
strategy-as-pattern activities across the broader organisation (and in which agency is assumed
to be transmitted across the boundaries between these territories through and by strategy
products) results only in a partial and bracketed picture of reality that might omit the agencies

that really count.

The implication of ANT as a conceptual and methodological approach is that “follow the act-
or” does mean making some analytical choices about which actor(s) are most important, but
these choices might come during, after, or indeed much further after the data collection pro-

cess. Considering the varying effects and power of agency in the context of strategy suggests
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a long-view that requires some form of end point in which those agencies and their effects

might be further evaluated. Unusually, this researcher has the luxury of a longer view of the
narratives presented in chapter 5, and so a variety of extensions to these stories are possible,
in which the trajectories of humans and ‘things’ are further described and mined for examples
of agentic power. In this particular case, two particular post-hoc narratives did emerge at The
School which shed further light on the broader conclusions discussed in the chapter. The first
is that many (in fact a significant majority) of the human actors or ‘actants’ observed or inter-
viewed as part of the research presented in this thesis are no longer studying or working at
The School. This includes several of the senior officers identified in chapter 4. Some of these
changes are part of the normal calendar of the educational lifecycle in which students leave
the institution, student presidents complete their terms of office, and staff depart for new op-
portunities. However, in this particular case, many of the human departures can be directly
attributed to a completely unexpected and wholly dramatic manifestation of material agency:
that is, a second building fire that this time completely destroyed the building described in the

final narrative in chapter 4 of this thesis.

This second fire reinforced both speculative and empirical responses to the research question,
about which agencies most count because it swept almost all of the other materials described
in the narratives in chapter 4 away along with the building and it also swept away (although
thankfully, not in terms of injury or death) many of the human actors that might in other cir-
cumstances be perceived as highly or perhaps over-ridingly agentic in terms of organisational
preference and decision-making. The surviving Post-It Notes are, at best, carriers of re-
sponses to a strategic environment that no longer exists. The wallcharts and diaries are gone
with the people that created and used them. The timelines and milestones they reinforced are
no longer relevant. It is unclear whether the statue identified as a totemic agent of response to
the initial fire survived the second one. Certainly, the illustrations and plans and other eph-
emera described in the same narrative were completely destroyed, as were all of the re-built
interiors that they inspired. It is very likely that the student banners archived for future re-
searchers are also lost. There is no access to the senior offices or meeting rooms that formed
the environment for much of the observational activities undertaken in support of this thesis.
Remaining staff and students are coalescing around a new campus centre half a mile to the

west of the ruins of the former School and the inaccessible buildings that surround it.
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The highly ironic timing of my research, given my interest in material agency, precluded ob-

servational data of either fire as they occurred (the second being considerably more cata-
strophic than the first, which itself had made news headlines worldwide). There is some ar-
gument to be made, however, that a// of the material ‘things’ apprehended, described, docu-
mented through text or photography, and analysed in the context of this research could be un-
derstood as sub-sets or material artefacts of the first fire. This is a post-hoc observation, but it

goes some way towards two conclusions derived from the study and from the data presented

in chapter 4 in terms of a broader contribution to s-as-p.

Figure 21: the second fire
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The first is that s-as-p has suffered from a disconnect between the concept of strategy as

something people do and strategy as a form of real institutional agency. In other words, the
phenomenon under scrutiny in the main body of the s-as-p literature is performative rather
than agentic. We might argue, that, given the environment in which (particularly perhaps)
public sector organisations operate, the performance of strategy is, paradoxically, often per-
ceived as more important and more deserving of resource than the real drivers of change.
This is because the edicts of the new public management and its various manifestations re-
quire reporting of simple relational and determinative effects between what the organisation
says it will do, what it ‘does’ and what the outcome is, all delivered neatly within pre-determ-
ined planning cycles (and similar higher education cycles such as the REF or external quality

assurance activities).

There are considerable affordances to this approach to strategy: it satisfies political demands
for accountability (particularly for the expenditure of public funds); it reinforces organisa-
tional stability in terms of management responsibility and structure; and it creates a normat-
ive framework by which the otherwise confusing world of people, things and practices can be
apprehended and negotiated. It is also a pragmatic response to the complexities encountered
by this researcher in optimistically looking for a real rather than performed agency in organ-
isational change. The approach taken by, for example, Chia (2004) and Chia & Holt (2006) is
avowedly less hubristic, in presenting instead a conceptual space for a ‘modest’ redefinition
of strategy as adaptation and accommodation of changing environmental and social factors.
In seeing strategy as a largely ecological phenomenon analogous to evolution, in which small
adjustments might lead ultimately to significant strategic outcomes, this variant perspective

bypasses the performativity of normative strategy practice.

We see examples of small-but-significant adaptive practice in the narratives presented in
chapter 4. For example, overcrowding in the classroom is very likely to have been a contrib-
uting material factor in the distress of a student who had to absent themselves in the middle
of a “crit’ session and find both emotional and physical space to recover. We see a differing
adaptation to the same overcrowding in a student whose artwork transcends the tiny space
allocated to him and occupies the windowsill outside the classroom and extends towards the
facing building. Whether intended or not as a commentary on the unacceptable conditions in

which teaching is being conducted (and in which artworks and coats and bags are jumbled
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together on the tiny available floorspace), the effect is to draw attention to a material and

physical difficulty that seemed at the time to be beyond the capability of organisational
strategy to resolve and which provided a bitter counterpoint to the strategic aims set out in

teaching and other policies.

What is more complicated is identifying which of these responses is more important or stra-
tegically significant and where agency lies. In chapter 4 I drew attention to the methodologic-
al challenges of presenting a ‘thick’ description of the assemblages of people, things and
practices I apprehended as a researcher and how the narrative presentational style I adapted
from Annemarie Mol’s work might be better handled by an expert rather than a novice re-
searcher. A more positive, and confident, view of the narrative data presented in chapter 5 is
that attentive observations of seemingly small adaptive practices in response to, and lever-
aging, material ‘things’ might be understood as analytical threads that, if pulled, might result

in insights much greater than the sum of their parts.

One such narrative thread that gains some, if not fully realised, traction across the narratives
in chapter 5 is one about responses to the constraints of space and to the institutionalism of
space. Students and staff are frustrated at the lack of space for creative activity; they are
equally frustrated by the difficulties inherent in resolving lack of space by taking classes and
students outside the institution for site visits or other extracurricular activities. One result,
seen in the narratives about visits to galleries conducted ‘officially’ and ‘unofficially’ is the
(inadvertent, but not insignificant) creation of a parallel institution in which the same people
mingle and talk and are involved in ‘teachable moments’ but those things are happening in
the evening, with wine, somewhere else. On a fundamental level, this calls into question
whether The School itself needs to exist as a physical space or as an institution at all, and
whether those public funds that support it might as well be distributed in more direct and
cost-effective ways to a community of practice that will coalesce and ‘find’ each other re-
gardless. This is particularly apposite in the context of a School that doesn’t actually award

its own degrees but does so as a partnership with another awarding institution.

Similarly, the small incident of a distressed student leaving a classroom, easily overlooked
and very probably a common occurrence (certainly at least not one remarked upon by staff at

the time as unusual), might when the thread is pulled emerge as a component in a highly sig-
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nificant pattern of student dissatisfaction and resistance, of which the banners created by stu-

dent protesters are another example. The question of whether those two observable ‘things’
constitute part of the same assemblage or are discrete and distinct is one I return to in section
6.3, below, but the narrative ‘thread’ leads to the bigger strategic concerns of low scores in
student satisfaction questionnaires, poor outcomes in league tables, lower student ap-

plications and enrolments, decline in funds, and ultimately strategic organisational failure.

In this way, the application of an ANT sensibility together with an extension of the observa-
tional territory of strategy practice offers an approach consistent with the interest in micro-
practice that dominates s-as-p but that also offers some of the ontological promise of a libera-
tion from conflating strategy practice with strategy performance. One obvious analogy is with
the liberating and seminal empirical research undertaken by Mintzberg (1973), whose re-
evaluation of managerial roles reinforced his position that effective management is about ap-

plying human skills to structures and systems and not the other way around.

A more vexed problem is one considered in more detail in sections 6.3 and 6.4 (below) in
which the metaphor of ‘pulled threads’ is approached from the more critical perspective of
whether material agency can only be understood in terms of its framing within human intent
and concerns. The ‘thread’ metaphor can certainly alert us to the micro-interactions that are
indicative of broader practice responses to material conditions: ‘things’ might be understood
as ‘things to overcome’ but they might also equally be seen as co-producing components in a
creative network in line with the kinds of creative action proposed by, for example, Mac-
Intosh et al. (2003); MacLean (2017). Admitting and legitimising the often unexpected con-
tribution of material ‘things’ that are not pre-identified as the normative tools of strategy-
making requires, however, a re-conceptualisation of the boundaries, locations and practices of
strategy work that is currently unavailable within the s-as-p literature and (I would argue)
largely unavailable to strategy practitioners constrained within the performative tropes of the

wider organisational and policy context.

6.3 Contribution to materiality

Boschen et al. (2015) note that an increasing interest in materiality in social research has not,

however, resulted in a strong conceptual or methodological tradition that supports researchers
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to make readily plausible claims about their contribution to the field. This researcher cannot

claim to have resolved any of the particular difficulties identified by Boschen at al. (2015)
that include, variously, the tendency for ‘the material’ to ‘dematerialise’ the minute it is ex-
posed to a conceptual framework; the inability of researchers and research methods to ‘get
beyond’ the social conceptually, methodologically, or analytically; and problems of granular-
ity, selectivity and interpretation that limit the utility of studies to one knowledge domain, or

sub-domain.

All of these dilemmas and equally inadequate responses to them are present in the data
presented in chapter 5 of this thesis, in the design of the study and the chosen tools and meth-
ods described in chapter 4, and doubtless in other locations across the text. Instead of present-
ing these weaknesses in terms of a failure, they are presented instead as a not uncommon, and
in themselves contributory, addition to a canon of work that is replete with conceptual, meth-

odological, and analytical difficulties.

The largely positivist demands of normative PhD study require the development of a concep-
tual framework derived from engagement with existing literatures in dialogue with the prob-
lem or research question identified. Even though this process is often one of iterative back-
and-forth framing and re-framing, the expectation is that research design follows framework
just as framework follows research question. Boschen et al. (2015) problematise these rela-
tionships because of the on-going challenges of assigning conceptual categories of agency to
‘things’ which, depending on the researcher’s philosophical and (possibly) disciplinary back-
ground, might not be deemed as agentic at all. The literature of materiality, paradoxically for
a body of work which might be reasonably expected to adopt a pro-material stance on
agency, is instead one in which every possible ‘flavour’ of conceptual approach is visible,
from the extremes of an object-oriented ontology (Hodder, 2012), through the conceptual
pragmatism of ‘immaterialism’ (Harman, 2016), to the extreme anti-agency position of Van
Dyke (2015) in which the possibility of any discrete material agency is comprehensively dis-

allowed in favour of a profound, and politically-aware anthropocentrism.

The researcher is thus faced with the dilemma of picking a conceptual position from a field in
which there is no working consensus and developing a consistent methodology and research

design prior to conducting the research or remaining open to conceptual potentialities whilst
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conducting the research using methods that might, ultimately, not fully serve the research

aim. The approach adopted by this researcher, in line with many others before her, is to fall
back largely into the normative methods ingrained into generations of social scientists and
ethnographers, which is to observe people and to ask people questions within the overall con-
text of a pre-existing set of assumptions about how the organisation works and how organisa-
tional strategy is conducted. The lack of a well-defined prior conceptual framing, instead of

being liberating, in reality offers only confusion to this process rather than insight.

The symmetries of ANT at least offer some kind of liberation in conceptual approach in that
ANT allows the researcher permission to look carefully at everything and to consider
everything in terms of agentic potential, but ANT is a slippery thing to operationalise in the
context of an empirical study. One problem is that different disciplines have developed dif-
ferent conventions about what kinds of materials and at what level of granularity. In archae-
ology, for example, long-established taxonomies of material artefacts favour particular rela-
tional interpretations that are often already de-coupled from their originating human contexts
and are understood in terms of their relational effects with each other (which types of pottery

sherds in which type of soil).

In management, or organisational studies it is harder to identify the ‘stuff’ or material relev-
ant to strategy without dragging along with that stuff a lot of conceptual assumptions about
how it might or might not be significant in terms of strategic outcome that depend on the hu-
man. So, we see for example, the useful edited volume by Mitev et al. (2018) which explores
managerial techniques from the perspective of the materiality of the artefacts and tools used
by managers and the different ways and instances the way in which material artefacts are able
to inscribe and enforce the managerial action which affects daily work practices. The pre-
supposition inscribed into this volume, however, is that these managerial tools and artefacts,
as they are leveraged by managers, are the agencies that most count in organisational out-

come, a conceptual position that this researcher sought to question.

The ‘trap’ is that, by remaining agnostic to what kinds of materials and what kinds of agen-
cies might be important, the researcher relies on a fallback position that focuses on human
practices in the hope that novel or surprising or otherwise illuminating information about ma-

terial agency might usefully ‘fall out’ of descriptions made by humans about how they prac-
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tice strategy. In selecting Nicolini’s ‘interview to the double’ protocol as a way of asking not

about strategy but about daily practices I had attempted to at least free the resulting data from
pre-conceived assumptions about what practices constitute strategy, but this tactic was sub-
stantially weakened because many of the participants who generously contributed time and
insight were people whose daily job was the normative production of strategy and so could
only conceptualise the ‘things’ and their agencies within that prior conceptual framing. This
meant that much of the data, in fact a majority of the data, was unhelpful in the service of the
research question, not because it wasn’t valid on its own terms, but because it only offered

insight on normative terms.

The exception to this general observation was the data generated by interview number 1,
which was conducted with the then Director of The School. More of this data made its way
into the subsequent narratives than that generated by any other interview (and in fact much of
the interview data remained as ‘background’ data rather than being selected as part of a nar-
rative framing). This interview was different from the others, although it has taken some time
to understand what the difference is and why it is important. Although we might reasonably
expect the senior operating office (‘Director’ in this case) of an organisation to be the indi-
vidual who has most explicitly ‘bought into’ the normative assumptions and practices of or-
ganisational strategy, this person in fact was the individual who most challenged the concep-
tual framings of normative practice, who was most willing to acknowledge the performativity
of much of what was undertaken under the banner of ‘strategy’ and was, unexpectedly, the
person who expressed the most doubt about the efficacy of organisational manifestations of
‘strategy’. In this engagement, in retrospect, I found a surprise ‘kindred spirit” whose world-

view and (in Bourdieusian terms) ‘habitus’ mirrored my own.

This insight calls into question the assumptions underpinning the contribution of the ‘other
voices’ or individuals who kindly participated in the research. What was I actually asking
them to do? One obvious disconnect is that both of the methods that I chose to adopt, best
options though they seemed at the time, are concerned with illuminating practices rather than
illuminating agencies. Situating material agency within the context of human practice is, of
course, entirely consistent with the worldview of ANT, which ascribes agency not to humans

or things but to the networks in which those humans and things are entangled.
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In section 6.2 (above) I noted that the networks under scrutiny in the body of s-as-p enquiry

are those pre-badged and pre-conceptualised as ‘strategy’ production sites and that the prob-
lematising literature represented by, for example, Chia (2004) and Chia & Holt (2006) was
largely unpopulated empirically because of problems in identifying where, who or what to
look at. This problem permeates both s-as-p and ANT, despite the conceptual extensions
offered by ANT in terms of where agency is located, because researchers are tied to normat-
ive understandings of where strategy ‘is’ in the organisation that are predicated on what
strategy is. Observe normative strategy meetings and you will ‘see’ strategy. Observe other
locations and you will, as in the case of this researcher, see patterns emerging that might con-
stitute the way to meaningful organisational change, but require a wholesale reconceptualisa-
tion of ‘strategy’ and what we might mean by that term, how it is practiced and what its im-

pact might be.

In this sense, the data presented in chapter 5 of this thesis, and the critical commentary
presented in the present chapter are a critical counterpoint to the conclusions presented by
Mol (2003) in the text that inspired the current enquiry. In that text, Mol argues that despite
the different tools, voices, and approaches she uncovers as she moves across the hospital and
her assertion that the resulting framing of her chosen disease is multiple rather than singular,
she also claims that this multiplicity nevertheless ‘hangs together’ in a useful and workable
way. The conclusion based on the experience of this researcher is that Mol’s conceptualisa-
tion of the multiple otherwise ‘hanging together’ represents a normative response to the phe-
nomenon of disease rather than a radical one, because it is the ‘hanging together’ which is the
component of the agencies explored that most counts. Mol does not, in fact, fully explore
what this ‘hanging together’ comprises. In her text it has something of the flavour of a ma-
gical realism in which, despite all the different approaches, tools, people and locations ex-

plored, things somehow ‘come good’ despite it all.

Attempts in this text to ‘come good’ and to find normative analytical pathways through the
data have singularly failed. The kaleidoscopic nature of the data presented in chapter 5 of this
thesis is testament to this researcher’s attempts to move beyond a rationalisation of observed
reality that re-situates strategy largely in the locations and forms that we expect. An alternat-

ive approach to the methods adopted here might be found in the method that was initially
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conceived as merely an aide memoire in support of the daily note-taking, memos and diaries

created through the research process: photography.

The use of photography as an alternative route into concept-framing is now well-established
in social science research (Prosser & Schwartz, 1998; Pink, 2003) and among the many
methods and approaches available to the researcher, the potential for photographs as a form
of elicitation tool (Richard & Lahman, 2015; Harper, 2002) offers similar affordances to the
kinds of elicitations generated by the Nicolini interview protocol used in this study, but with
more liberating potential in two ways. Firstly, as Cleland & McLeod (2015) argue, photo-
graphs free research participants from the pre-framing effects of narrative, and in particular
from the disciplining effects of terminologies (for example, the word ‘strategy’) that shape
responses in a particular direction and exclude other possibilities. Images, as Harper (2002)
suggests, prompt emotions and thoughts in ways that narratives might not, and they support a
form of creative co-production in which researcher and research participant might co-create

meanings through discussion and dialogue around the image.

The dialogue promoted around the images presented in chapter 5 of this thesis is, in retro-
spect, a form of co-creation conducted between writer and reader. Indeed, the form of
presentation of the text, and the images within that text, require a creative or imaginative re-
sponse from the reader that transcends the ‘straightforward’ norms of ‘write-ups’ of research
data. This is deliberate, if (as I suggest in chapter 4, not entirely successful) because the con-
ceptual leap required of the reader is in dialogue with the conceptual leap(s) experienced
throughout the research process and presented as a form of ‘raw’ elicitation in the data. That
is, that a re-apprehension of agencies as components in the creative co-production of strategy
is required to escape the performativity of normative strategy practices that do not count in

terms of real, material change.

The formulation ‘apprehend’ or ‘apprehension’ has emerged as linguistically significant in the
production of this text and the photographic data collected and selectively presented in sup-
port of the narrative represents the experience of the researcher, with all the sensitivity and
attentiveness required of the ANT domain, ‘apprehending’ things and assemblages and,
through photography, isolating them as sources of illumination. One of the (at the time) un-

conscious processes conducted by the researcher is the transformation of the resulting images
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from one of ‘documentation’ to a state that might be more readily described as ‘artistic’. The

complexity of conventions that might delineate these two underlying aims in the production
of visual materials is one dealt with in detail elsewhere (for example, in the work of archae-
ologist Michael Shanks, who painstakingly deconstructs the assumptions of neutrality in pho-
tographic documentation of archaeological sites and presents archaeological images instead

as highly interpretive and ‘loaded”).

Similarly, the images presented in this text belie the conceptual agnosticism claimed in
chapter 4 of this thesis and instead suggest a desire, however unconsciously leveraged, to ap-
prehend the ‘things’ in the organisation in ways that emphasise their creative potential. We
might attribute these decisions to the underlying habitus of the researcher, who baulks at the
idea of including a poorly-composed or ‘ugly’ picture in the text. We might also suggest that
the ‘artistic’ presentation of the visual data points to an underlying conceptual apprehension
of the ‘things’ or ‘stuff’ of strategy that deserves further attention and might form part of a
further body of work.

The creative response elicitation leveraged in this thesis in chapter 5 is between writer and
reader, but it could have more convincingly been a responsive dialogue between researcher
and research participants, had the research design moved beyond the limiting factors of both
ANT and s-as-p as deterministically ‘trapped’ by normative conceptualisations of the agen-
cies relevant to strategy. One technique might be to use my own photographs as the basis for
more wide-ranging discussions about what ‘counts’ in terms of agency. The photograph re-
produced below (figure 22), for example, is of the main campus of The School as it appears
in March 2022, several years now after the events of the second fire and of the timescale of

the research.

The building on the right of this picture, covered in scaffolding, is the historic main building
of The School, now almost completely destroyed, and standing as a tangible reminder of the
powerlessness of strategic responses to rebuilding or re-development as uncertainty around
the cause of the fire continues, and with it uncertainty about liability and the potential for
drawing on insurance funds to transform the site. The building on the left is the inaccessible
administrative hub of The School, too dangerous to enter, that houses (or housed) the offices

of the senior staff and some of the meeting rooms and other venues represented in the narrat-
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ives in chapter 4. This is a highly emotive picture and similar images captured by other pho-

tographers and published in the media, or in the recent formal report by the fire service, have
elicited emotional as well as pragmatic responses from the viewers whose responses have

been documented on social media, for example.

A different form of elicitation is suggested by Harper (2002) in which the gaze is not that of
the researcher, but instead participants are asked to create new images that reflect their own

experiences of ‘apprehending’ a site or network in service of a re-conceptualising or re-
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framing of which ‘stuff’ counts, which things capture the attention or lend themselves to a

creative representation or transformation that in turn offers insight into how ‘strategy’ might
be emancipated from performativity. This is a research method and a form of elicitation that

might usefully form a ‘follow-up’ to the data presented in this thesis.

6.4 What is the stuff of strategy?

I re-purposed Richard Whittington’s phrase, ‘the stuff of strategy’ for the title of this thesis
with the emancipatory intent to introduce doubt into the normative ontologies of strategy en-
countered in my own workplace, in the broader sector in which I work, and which permeate
the literature of strategy-as-practice. The broad aim is to re-theorise the context of strategy
(and, by extension, the ‘stuff’ from which strategy is produced) as a much wider activity than
that practiced in the performative spaces of normative strategy production. “Stuff” is import-
ant in two ways: firstly, because ‘stuff’ provides the context, tools, environments, and medi-
ums through which change is possible, and secondly, because it is through material changes
to ‘stuff’ that we can see strategy as an authentic act of change rather than a performance that

does not change anything.

One inference from the methodological and analytical symmetries proposed by Latour, Law
and others within the tradition of ANT, is that everything is the stuff of strategy. The flat onto-
logy upon which the research tradition is founded does not presume that humans are prior, or
in fact that any artefact of human production is prior, but instead that ‘things’, natural, artifi-
cial, produced or not, might be plausible candidates at different times and in different as-

semblages for the ‘role’ of actor.

One difficulty encountered in the research presented in this thesis is that assumptions about
the applicability of ANT’s ‘flat’ ontology to an extension of a domain that is predicated on the
value and importance of human practices creates a category error that does not lead to the
kind of creative insights promised by ANT, but instead creates more unhelpful ‘noise’ around
an already noisy topic in which multiple lens and viewpoints are already in competition. The
contribution of ANT to strategy studies may be, in fact a broader reconsideration of ‘prac-
tices’ as a way of understanding the nature of organisational strategy and to prefigure a return

to a more focussed interest on how change is produced. This is because, I would argue, hu-
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man-centered approaches to strategy have tended towards the category error of conflating

practices with performativities rather than bracketing and sidelining the performative in fa-
vour of a more earnest commitment to change. In other words, the ‘menu’ rather than the dish

remains the focus.

The difficulty with applying an ANT-oriented framework to a consideration of material
agency is that the ‘things’ always get caught up within the network or assemblage concerns of
humans and so any evaluation of those things in terms of their conceptual relationship to or-
ganisational outcome is subsumed under a conceptual ‘reading’ that can only admit them,

however ‘flat’ the ontology, into an arena conceptually defined by humans as ‘strategy’.

The data presented in chapter 5 represents the narrative of one human’s (the researcher’s) at-
tempts to reach towards this complex understanding of what might really count in terms of
material agency, drawing in real time on the body of work that might offer the most promise
in terms of liberating materials from binding conceptual assumptions. The criticism offered in
section 6.4 (above) of the utility of Nicolini’s ‘interview to the double’ is that in exposing
anything useful about material agency (even obliquely, because the interview is asking about
practices) that agency can only be conceptualised in terms of how it serves or does not serve
human efforts towards strategy production. Similarly, Mol’s work, although seemingly radic-
al in presentation and conclusions, asks us to reconceptualise disease without asking for a re-
conceptualisation of the ‘things’ used in the diagnosis or treatment of disease beyond normat-
ive practice of those activities. In donning her ‘white coat’, Mol is (whether consciously or
not) explicitly aligning herself with the normative conceptualisations of practices, things and
people in her chosen research site and ‘trapping’ her research into this normative conceptual

framing.

In chapter 3, I suggested that siting my research in a school of art was not a conscious attempt
to harness the particularities or peculiarities of that discipline in service of the research ques-
tion, but I now thing that easy declaration was wrong, or at least naive. The material presen-
ted in chapter 5, in comparison, reads as a consistent attempt to break out from the constraints
of pre-defining which objects are ‘for strategy’ and which are not and invokes the domain of
conceptual art to facilitate a way of thinking differently about the things around the research

site. The photo self-elicitation method described in section 6.4, although not one that emerged
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during the research process, might offer a way of bringing others into a collaborative and col-

lective process of creative re-conceptualisation, a ‘re-imagining’ of what organisational
strategy might be, how agency is understood, and how things contribute in ways that really
do count. This is not an attempt to anthropomorphise non-human ‘things’, but rather to liber-
ate them from fixed notions of what they are and what they are used for so that, like Duch-

amp’s urinal, they become transformed into other possibilities.

The creative community in The School (or in other locations) might be the ideal pilot site for
further work to investigate how this conceptual transformation (or apprehending a ‘thing’ in
ways not previously inscribed or intended or within the fixed heuristics of normative prac-
tices) might contribute to a further conceptual transformation of ‘strategy’ because they are
perhaps uniquely pre-disposed to create and present surprising conceptual transformations

that are materially expressed.

In chapter 4, I briefly mentioned the challenge that ANT presents to the kinds of qualitative
research and its definitions of rigour that I was used to (and that I assumed were expected of
me as a PhD researcher as they had been in other areas of my working life). In starting the
project trying to everything 'right' it was clear that I was, in fact, doing everything ‘wrong’ if I
wanted to harness the advantages of ANT's famed “slipperiness" (Lee & Hassard, 1999). In
fact, rigour here means something else: the radicalism of ANT is not that it provides solutions
to pre-defined problems, or even pathways towards solutions, but that it is a good way of
showing the reality of what is going on and, by inference, the surprising things that are im-
portant and the surprising ways in which things that are assumed to be important might not
be. This study demonstrates the particular value of an open-minded, but closely observed
immersion in an organisation that, through admittedly subjective and partial narratives cre-
ated largely by the researcher’s own response to the field of practice can yet show novel and

valuable information about the interconnected and relational ‘doing' of organisation.

One final insight may provide a further direction of travel for work. This is whether the rejec-
tion of a separation between human and non-human agencies might also be applied to a rejec-
tion of a separation between organisation and strategy. To return to the question of what
counts it is not clear to me that the phenomena identified and described in this thesis are ad-

missably about ‘strategy' or even about "practices’, but they are ineluctably about the doing of
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organisation. The organisation would still be 'done’ without the perforrmative mechanisms of

normative strategy production, and indeed we could easily 'perform' strategy to the delight of
managers and stakeholders without recourse at all to the organisation if we characterise
'strategy’ as the expert crafting of a strategic plan. Is what 'counts' in strategy really then just

the organisational doing that happens in unexpected encounters between humans and things?

I have harnessed ANT as part of a more generalised armoury in critique of performativity in
strategy production and the hegemony of the community of strategists exemplified in the ad-
vertisement I introduced right at the beginning of this thesis. My emancipatory ambitions for
a creative coupling of s-as-p and ANT do not rest, however, on a re-configuration that offers
new analytical tools or even explanatory narratives, but seek instead to show how organisa-
tional 'doing' that relies on both human and non-human 'things' is de facto the strategy prac-
tice that counts, because it is in these doings that the organisation is made possible. The per-
sistence of the organisation, despite the catastrophes that affect its ability to function in the
same ways, with the same routines and regardless of the personnel changes, the lost Post-it

notes, the inadequate classrooms and all the other material realities uncovered in chapter 5.

The reflexive nature of my research, and of the presentational choices (and problems) made
explicit in this thesis speak to some of the criticisms levelled at ANT by, for example, Whittle
& Spicer (2008) in which the potential of ANT to operate as a meaningful critique is rejected
on many terms, but most damningly because elevating materials to actor status is meaning-
less in the domain of politics, which is ineluctably human in nature. I don’t agree, and in this
thesis I have presented a politically-informed alternative to the performativity of normative
strategy production by showing how humans and materials will re-make the organisation in
radical ways if the current state of things does not work. We can see these effects in the nar-
ratives of staff and students re-convening outside the organisation to pursue ideas and educat-
ive moments in the freer environment of a gallery, in the students creating new materials to
help in their demands for change, and in the ways in which, even when so much is destroyed,

the desire the maintain the organisation persists.
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