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2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

How do strategists accomplish strategy work in the face of accelerated change and turbulence 

inherent in modern societies? Although scholars have elucidated that a vast amount of strategy 

making unfolds under such conditions, fewer recent studies address these conditions directly. 

Consequently, there is a present need for more in-depth inquiries aimed at understanding the 

nuances of how strategy work actually unfolds in praxis – especially in light of more recent 

turbulent strategic challenges, such as digital transformations. Therefore, this thesis strives to 

provide new insights into how strategists, who operate under circumstances of constant change 

and turbulence, engage various practices for accomplishing strategizing herein.   

To investigate this phenomenon, this thesis draws on findings from a one-and-a-half year 

ethnographic study from within the IT department of a large global manufacturing company. 

While this firm develops physical solutions for grand societal problems such as climate change, 

they simultaneously work on executing an internal digital transformation to reconfigure their 

operations enabling them to sustain relevance and competitive advantages in their industry. 

With the ambition of creating genuine accounts and theorizations of how this work actually 

transpires in practice, this thesis applies a practice-theoretical lens from strategy-as-practice 

literature thorough three separate studies.  

Paper 1 is titled ‘Strategizing for digital transformation: Practices and dynamics of framing in 

the ongoing becoming of strategy’ and it investigates how practices of framing enables the 

mobilization of strategy activity across a one-and-a-half year period. This period was 

characterized by several strategy initiatives for digital transformation replacing each other in 

sequence. From this, the paper yields findings of how strategists’ framing practices constantly 

(re)combine, (re)construct, and (reconfigure) elements of past and ongoing strategy activity. As 

such, it explains how strategists combine distinct framing practices to demarcate new strategy 
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from old, and thus gain support, legitimacy and access to strategic resources for themselves and 

their department. It further explicates that framings that were originally deferred sometimes 

reemerged in later strategy work. This testement to the complexity across multiple strategy 

initiatives finally offers practical insight, as it suggests that large-scale strategic initiatives, such 

as digital transformation, should not be seen as any single strategic movement. Instead, the 

paper suggests seeing them as constituted by the accumulated activity of multiple ongoing 

strategy movements from the strategist who engage framing practices for mobilizing them.  

Paper 2 is titled ‘Managing Consultants: How clients regulate external consultants’ 

participation in strategizing’ and it addresses how clients engage practices for managing 

external actors’ participation in strategizing in the face of accelerated change and turbulence. 

Specifically, it investigates how clients (internal strategists) mange the involvement of 

management consultants through submitting them to a series of tests. It thus provides novel 

insight to a very common exercise in strategy making as many firms rely on being able to 

internalize external knowledge and competencies through consultants. The paper exploits a gap 

in traditional consultancy literature, as many studies herein focus exclusively on the authority 

of the consultant as he/she invokes change in the client organization. Building on a practice 

perspective, the paper theorizes three participation tests that strategists engage seamlessly as 

these were embedded in the client’s everyday practice as they managed the consultants they 

engaged. Through this, the paper contributes new insights by explicating how the client’s 

everyday testing of consultants in turbulent environments is ongoing and consequential for how 

strategizing processes unfold.  

Paper 3 is titled: ‘Formulating strategy for digital transformation: Practices for concretizing 

abstract strategy discourse through writing text in material artifacts’ as it focuses on a single 

strategy initiative that autonomously attempts to formulate a grand strategy for digital 
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transformation and then deploy it to the rest of the firm, bottom up. To encapsulate all strategic 

interests in their turbulent environment, a small team is tasked with producing one shared 

strategy formulation through writing strategy text in an iterating material artifact. Following 

this process, paper 3 explicates how strategists engage practices for concretizing abstract 

strategy discourse into fixated strategy formulations, by theorizing six distinct practices for 

doing so. As such, the paper reveals how these practices influence writers’ work with 

concretizing abstract strategy discourse, but additionally discovers how the practices serve as 

guides for how to challenge strategic input right as other strategic actors suggest it.  

Altogether, the papers provide genuine accounts from constant and emerging strategy work as 

it transpires within the complex engine room of an organization focused with accomplishing 

strategizing for digital transformation. In doing so, the thesis aspires to contribute novel insights 

into how strategists engage practices for accomplishing strategy work under conditions of 

accelerated change and turbulence. These insights are deemed to have relevance for both 

practitioners and scholars alike.   
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3. DANSK RESUMÉ 

Hvordan opnår udøvende strategiske aktører strategiarbejde i den accelererede forandring og 

turbulens der kendetegner moderne samfund? Selvom forskere har belyst hvordan meget 

strategiarbejde foregår under sådanne forhold, er der færre nyere studier der adresserer disse 

forhold direkte. Som en konsekvens af dette, er der et indeværende behov for flere dybdegående 

undersøgelser der efterstræber at forstå nuancerne i hvordan strategiarbejde faktisk udfolder sig 

i praksis – specielt set i lyset af nyere turbulente strategiske udfordringer såsom digitale 

transformationer. Denne afhandling efterstræber dermed at kunne bidrage med ny viden om 

hvordan strategiske aktører, der arbejder i miljøer karakteriseret af konstante forandringer, 

benytter sig af forskellige praksisser, til at opnå strategiarbejde heri.  

For at kunne undersøge dette fænomen, er denne afhandling bygget op omkring halvandet års 

etnografiske studier inde fra en IT afdeling i en stor global produktionsvirksomhed. Imens 

denne virksomhed udvikler fysiske løsninger på store globale problemer, såsom 

klimaforandringer, arbejder de sideløbende med at gennemføre en digital transformation så de 

kan re-konfigurere deres interne virke for at kunne fastholde deres relevans samt 

konkurrencemæssige fordele i deres marked. Fra en ambition om at kunne skabe autentiske 

beretninger og teoretiseringer om hvordan dette arbejde faktisk udfolder sig i praksis, anlægger 

denne afhandling en praktiskteoretisk vinkel fra ’strategy-as-practice’-litteraturen igennem tre 

separate studier. Disse studier har medført tre videnskabelige artikler. 

Den første videnskabelige artikel har titlen: ’Strategiarbejde i forbindelse med digital 

transformation: Praksisser og dynamikker af ’framing’ i den vedvarende tilblivelse af strategi’, 

og den undersøger hvordan praksisser omhandlende ’framing’ tilvejebringer mobiliseringen af 

strategisk aktivitet henover en periode på halvandet år. Denne periode var karakteriseret af flere 

strategiske initiativer omhandlende digital transformation, som overlappede og afløste 
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hinanden. Fra denne periode producerer den første videnskabelige artikel indblik i hvordan 

strategiske udøveres ’framing’-praksisser konstant (gen)kombinerede, (gen)skabte, og 

(re)konfigurerede elementer af passeret og nutidig strategisk aktivitet. Igennem det, forklares 

det hvordan strategiske aktører kombinerer ’framing’-praksisser til at afgrænse ny strategi fra 

gammel, for derigennem at opnå opbakning, legitimitet og adgang til strategiske ressourcer. 

Ydermere ekspliciterer den videnskabelige artikel hvordan ’framings’ der oprindeligt blev 

afvist kunne genopstå i senere strategiarbejde. Dette udtryk for den kompleksitet der herskede 

henover de mange strategiinitiativer, bidrager slutteligt med en praktisk indsigt, da det antyder 

at strategiinitiativer af stor skala, såsom digitale transformationer, ikke skal ses som én samlet 

strategisk bevægelse. I stedet forslår den videnskabelige artikel, at disse i stedet skal ses som 

den akkumulerede aktivitet af multiple vedvarende strategibevægelser fra de strategiarbejdere 

der engagerer de praksisser der mobiliserer dem.  

Den anden videnskabelige artikel har titlen: ’Håndtering af konsulenter: Hvordan klienter 

regulerer eksterne konsulenters deltagelse i strategiarbejde’ og det adresserer hvordan klienter 

engagerer praksisesser for at kunne håndtere konsulenters deltagelse i strategiarbejde under 

situationer karakteriseret af accelereret forandring og turbulens. Specifikt, undersøger det 

hvordan interne strategiske aktører håndterer involveringen af konsulenter ved at udsætte dem 

for en række tests. Derigennem bidrager det med et nyt indblik til en gængs situation i 

strategiarbejde hvor mange virksomheder afhænger af at kunne internalisere ekstern viden og 

kompetencer igennem konsulenter. Den videnskabelige artikel udnytter en mangel i den 

traditionelle litteratur om konsulenter da mange studier her udelukkende fokuserer på 

konsulentens autoritet når han/hun indfører forandringer i klientens organisation. Ved at bygge 

på et praktiskteoretisk perspektiv, teoretiserer den videnskabelige artikel tre praksisser 

omhandlende tests, som klienten engagerede ubesværet eftersom disse var indlejret i klientens 
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dagligdagsaktiviteter imens de håndterede de konsulenter de engagerede. Igennem dette, 

bidrager denne videnskabelige artikel med ny indsigt ved at eksplicitere hvordan klienters 

dagligdagstests af konsulenterne i turbulente omgivelser er vedvarende of udslagsgivende for 

hvordan strategiprocesser udfolder sig.   

Den tredje videnskablige artikel hedder: ’Formulering af strategi i forbindelse med digital 

transformation: Praksisser for at konkretisere abstrakt strategidiskurs ved at indskrive tekst i 

materielle artefakter’, og det fokuserer på et enkelt strategiinitiativ der tog selvstændigt initiativ 

til at formulere en stor strategi for digital transformation for sidenhen at indføre den i resten af 

organisationen nedefra og op. For at kunne indfange alle strategiske interesser i dette turbulente 

miljø, fik en lille gruppe til opgave at producere én samlet strategiformulering ved at nedskrive 

denne som tekst i en materiel artefakt der derigennem udviklede sig iterativt. Ved at følge denne 

proces, ekspliciterer den tredje videnskabelige artikel hvordan udøvende aktører engagerer 

praksisser der skal konkretisere abstrakt strategidiskurs til fikserede strategiformuleringer ved 

at teoretisere seks udspecificerede praksisser der tillader dem at gøre dette. Derigennem, 

afslører den tredje videnskabelige artikel hvordan disse praksisser influerer skribenters arbejde 

med at konkretisere abstrakt strategidiskurs, imens det ydermere viser hvordan disse praksisser 

guider skribenterne når de skal udfordre strategiske forslag fra andre strategiske aktører.  

Som et samlet produkt tilvejebringer denne afhandling autentiske beretninger af strategisk 

aktivitet i konstant tilblivelse, sådan som den faktisk udfolder sig i det komplekse maskinrum 

hos en virksomhed der er fokuseret på at lave strategiarbejde i forbindelse med digital 

transformation. Igennem dette, bidrager afhandlingen med nye indblik i hvordan udøvende 

strategiske aktører engagerer praksisser for at opnå strategiarbejde i miljø med accelererede 

forandringer og turbulens. Denne indsigt er skønnet til at have relevans både for forskere samt 

udøvende strategiaktører. 
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1. MOTIVATION AND AIM OF THESIS 

‘We are in an extremely turbulent market, and no one knows what will happen in five years!’ 

– Stewart Fisher, BEM strategist 

The ability to strategize in turbulent environments is a fundamental requirement for strategy 

practitioners in modern marketplaces, as it entails a constant and ongoing reconfiguration of 

strategy activity to ‘keep up’ with the transitory nature of strategy (Whittington, Yakis-Douglas, 

Ahn, & Cailluet, 2017). Previously, strategy workers have benefitted from competences such 

as analysis and forecasting; however, as environments become increasingly turbulent, adequate 

skills instead concern the abilities of communicating, coordinating, and gaining control and 

influence over strategizing processes (Grant, 2003).  

Accelerated change and turbulence challenge and strain traditional ways of thinking strategy 

work. As Whittington and colleagues argue: ‘In today’s conditions of accelerated change, 

strategies and organisations are transitory: strategising and organising become constants in 

managerial work, (and) in a world of continuous change, mastering the key practices, tools and 

procedures, for repeated reorganizing and re-strategising matters at least as much as perfecting 

any particular strategic or organisational design.’ (Whittington, Molloy, Mayer, & Smith, 2006: 

616). Consequently, strategizing becomes an emerging activity where strategists work in the 

face of turbulence to handle uncertainty (Kaplan, 2008), multiple political agendas (Rouleau, 

Balogun, & Floyd, 2015), and a high level of competition for gaining power and influence in 

the marketplace as well as internally in firms (O’Mahoney & Sturdy, 2016).  

Scholars have elucidated that these conditions have impact on strategizing and are 

consequential for the emerging activity (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993; Courtney, Kirkland, & 

Viguerie, 1997). However, we lack studies investigating how practitioners engage and 

operationalize strategy practices in environments of turbulence, in light of more recent 
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accelerators such as digitalization and digital transformation (DT) (Burgelman et al., 2018). 

Especially DT is impacting established ways of working, as it creates new key roles in 

organizations (Brooks & Smets, 2018), exposes incumbent companies to unanticipated 

competition (Christensen, Raynor, & McDonald, 2017), and makes entire organizations rethink 

existing ways of working (Wessel, Baiyere, Ologeanu-Taddei, Cha, & Blegind, 2020). Specific 

aspects of DT has been studied, but ‘we lack a comprehensive portrait of its nature and 

implications’ (Vial, 2019: 118). More research is thus justified to understand how practitioners 

actually engage in strategizing for DT as environments become increasingly more turbulent 

(Burgelman et al., 2018; Whittington, 2014). To address this dearth in research, this thesis 

presents the following research question to guide further inquiries: 

 

How do dynamics and practices of strategy work unfold in turbulent contexts of digital 

transformation, and what consequences do these have for accomplishing strategizing? 

In pursuit of addressing this overall research question, this thesis adopts a practice-theoretical 

lens, as articulated in the strategy-as-practice literature (Golsorkhi, Rouleau, Seidl, & Vaara, 

2015; Jarzabkowski, 2005; Whittington, 2006). In line with this stream of research, this thesis 

discards strategy as a static attribute of the firm, to instead concern the everyday activity of 

practitioners as they attend meetings, frame strategy, and engage artifacts and consultants to 

facilitate and engage strategizing processes (Dameron, Lê, & LeBaron, 2015; Kaplan, 2008; 

Seidl & Guérard, 2015; Whittington, 2019).  

Digital transformations as a strategic undertaking especially signifies a turbulent environment, 

because some characterize it specifically through its nature of accelerated pace of change 

(Nadkarni & Prügl, 2020). As such, DT is by many argued to be the most critical recent 

discipline for organizations to master, as industries become increasingly dependent on digital 
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technologies to sustain competitive advantages and uphold daily operations (Vial, 2019; 

Westerman, Bonnet, & McAfee, 2014); albeit also underpinned with immense uncertainty and 

strategic challenges for those who wishes to pursue it (Andriole, 2020). In order to thoroughly 

address these challenges, this thesis approaches the research question empirically, through an 

in-depth ethnography from within the IT department of large global manufacturer, working 

with DT.  

The thesis is structured around three distinct papers, which are all motivated by contributing 

nuances of how practitioners engage practices for strategizing in turbulent environments of DT.  

While the three papers share an understanding of strategy as emerging activity springing from 

the constant actions and interactions of practitioners (Jarzabkowski, 2005) they investigate 

different facets of it. The individual papers and their research aims are presented below:  

Paper 1 is motivated by contributing insights to the main research question of this thesis, as it 

investigates how practitioners engage practices of framing strategy for DT to constantly 

reconfigure and -construct strategy proposals and concepts of past and current strategy over 

time. It finds that by dynamically combining framing practices, practitioners are able to 

demarcate new strategy proposals from old initiatives, thus advancing their position and 

strategic influence in their turbulent environment. Paper 1 is titled ‘Strategizing for digital 

transformation: Practices and dynamics of framing in the ongoing becoming of strategy’, and 

is guided by the following research question:  

How do strategists frame and reframe past, current, and emerging strategy to accomplish 

ongoing strategy work in a multi-episode scene over time and with which consequential effects?  

 

Paper 2 addresses a turbulent scene with multiple, both internal and external, strategic actors, 

as it investigates how clients manage external expertise in strategizing for DT. It does so by 
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exploring a gap in consulting literature where the majority of studies investigating the 

consultant-client relationship, present findings from the consult’s perspective, focusing on how 

the consultant exercises his/her influence on the passive client. Through the in-depth 

ethnographical data the paper explores how clients were in-fact highly active as they engaged 

practices of ‘tests’ to manage consultants’ involvement and participation in strategizing through 

their everyday practices. Paper 2 is titled ‘Managing Consultants: How clients regulate external 

consultants’ participation in strategizing’, and is guided by the following research question:  

How do clients engage practices for managing the participation of management consultants’ 

in strategizing? 

 

Paper 3 investigates how practitioners engage practices of concretizing abstract strategy 

discourse in material text, as they participate in a turbulent process of formulating strategy for 

DT. By addressing a neglected area of strategy text in strategy-as-practice research, it explains 

how designated strategy text writers concretize abstract strategy discourse through a series of 

practices. It further shows how these practices both serve as a ‘toolbox’ for practitioners to draw 

from as they evaluate how to challenge strategic input, and as catalytic for the strategizing 

process in itself, as they consequentially result in ongoing reconfigurations of strategy 

formulation. Paper 3 is titled ‘Formulating strategy for digital transformation: Practices for 

concretizing abstract strategy discourse through writing text in material artifacts’ and is guided 

by the following research question:  

How do strategists designated with writing strategy formulations in text, engage practices for 

concretizing abstract strategy discourse in material artifacts? 

Individually, the three papers aim to produce novel insights to theory on strategy framing, 

consultants, and text as materiality. As a whole, the thesis strives to go beyond the individual 
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contributions by addressing the wider strategy-as-practice and IS strategy communities, as the 

papers altogether enable a better understanding of how practitioners engage practices to 

strategize for DT in the face of turbulence and accelerated change.  
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2. THEORETICAL GROUNDING  

2.1. Strategizing in turbulent environments 

The three papers in this thesis all take point of departure in the strategy-as-practice literature. 

Strategy-as-practice in its core presents a different way of understanding strategy as opposed to 

classical or mainstream strategy literature like porter’s five forces and PESTEL (Aguilar, 1967; 

Porter, 1979). It does so by disregarding the notion of strategy as a static attribute of the firm, 

and instead focuses on ‘taking social practices seriously’ (Vaara & Whittington, 2012), and 

viewing strategy as an emerging social activity that is in a constant state of becoming, as it 

unfolds between practitioners through social practices (Jarzabkowski, 2005; Jarzabkowski & 

Paul Spee, 2009; Whittington, Molloy, Mayer, & Smith, 2006). By conceptualizing strategy as 

practice, we can discard the conception of strategy as an enclosed and exclusive discipline of 

an elite group of accomplished people foreseeing future trends and dictating change 

(Whittington, 2018). Instead, we are enabled to turn our analytical attention to ‘the detailed 

processes and practices which constitute the day-to-day activities of organizational life and 

which relate to strategic outcomes’ (Johnson, Melin, & Whittington, 2003: 3). As such, the 

practice perspective has been selected in this thesis to elucidate how practitioners actually 

strategize in the face of turbulence. Strategizing thus concerns the micro level trivialities of 

everyday life in organizations, such as attending meetings (Jarzabkowski & Seidl, 2008), 

producing power points (Kaplan, 2011), or the general formulation of text bids (Arnaud, Mills, 

Legrand, & Maton, 2016).  

By refocusing attention from boardrooms, C-suite meetings, and an inherent top-down 

understanding of strategy, strategy-as-practice allows for the possibility of strategy unfolding 

bottom-up, and, as such, relaxes the criteria for who qualifies as a strategic actor (Whittington, 

2018). Top managers are obviously still important actors (e.g. Jalonen, Schildt, & Vaara, 2018; 
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Wright, Paroutis, & Blettner, 2013), however strategists are also those who work with strategy 

at lower levels. Strategic actors are thus also, middle managers (Rouleau, Balogun, & Floyd, 

2015), specialists and knowledge workers (Jarzabkowski & Wolf, 2015), and external actors 

such as management consultants (Whittington, 2019). To paraphrase, practitioners who can 

enforce influence in their environment that have consequential outcomes are relevant. As 

Whittington (2014) argues ‘In their praxis, practitioners enact practices in ways that affect 

outcomes – that is why their activity is worth studying’ (Whittington, 2014: 89). This thesis 

exploits the relaxation of who classifies as strategists, by building broadly on interactions 

between mostly middle managers and specialists but also top managers. This broader inclusion 

of strategic actors, helps this thesis in uncovering how practitioners’ practices are consequential 

for the way strategizing unfolds in the face of accelerated change and turbulence. Indeed, as 

Paula Jarzabkowski (2004) argues: ‘Under more turbulent or competitive environmental 

conditions that require more adaptive strategic action, fully institutionalized practices are less 

likely to meet the needs of actors within a marketplace, resulting in either greater change in the 

practices themselves or the discarding of the practice for a new means of doing strategy’ 

(Jarzabkowski, 2004: 550). As this entails that the specific context of accelerated change and 

turbulence demands special attention to practices of strategizing, it is quaint that few recent 

studies provide insights to how practices unfold and mobilize strategizing under these turbulent 

conditions (Clegg & Kornberger, 2015; Whittington, Yakis-Douglas, Ahn, & Cailluet, 2017). 

As such, the thesis as a whole strives to contribute theoretical insight to the strategy-as-practice 

field by elucidating how strategic actors’ practices mobilize and evolve strategizing in a recent 

turbulent environment (Rouleau et al., 2015; Whittington et al., 2006; Whittington et al., 2017). 
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2.2. Digital transformation  

DT is in many ways a prime example of a strategic challenge that constitutes an environment 

of accelerated change and turbulence (Vial, 2019), and one that many organizations struggle 

with today (Andriole, 2020). The emergence and impact of digital technologies in most 

industries has meant that some of the fundamental and taken-for granted dynamics of business 

is being challenged (Christensen, Raynor, & McDonald, 2017; Nadkarni & Prügl, 2020). 

Technologies (Porter & Heppelmann, 2014), markets (Loonam, Eaves, Kumar, & Parry, 2018), 

ways of working and value propositions (Wessel, Baiyere, Ologeanu-Taddei, Cha, & Blegind, 

2020) change at a greater pace than before, and some argue DT to be ‘the technology-related 

phenomenon of our times’ (Wessel et al., 2020: 2). Recent studies have identified sub-fields of 

DT in specific contexts such as finance, supply chain management, and knowledge 

management (Hausberg, Liere-Netheler, Packmohr, Pakura, & Vogelsang, 2019), however, this 

also entails that there is no universally accepted definition of what DT is (Hausberg et al., 2019). 

This thesis regards DT as the strategic undertaking of rethinking value propositions, ways of 

working, and organizational identity with the possibilities digital technologies provide, in mind. 

However, the thesis also allows DT to be subject to interpretation from practitioners, as papers 

1 and 3 in particalur work with how practitioners construct the concept of DT in certain ways 

to accomplish specific outcomes. Regardless, DT has potential implications throughout firms 

and organizations, as it influences and enforces change in often unforeseen ways, while 

increasing the pace by which change is happening (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014). 

Accordingly, strategists operating within this domain are challenged to ‘keep up’ with the 

ongoing activity, as they try to accomplish strategizing (Leonardi, 2020).  
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2.3. A joint agenda 

By building on both strategy-as-practice and IS strategy literature, this thesis follows a line of 

studies tapping into this intersection and taking advantage of the overlap, to produce novel 

insights (Arvidsson, Holmström, & Lyytinen, 2014; Marabelli & Galliers, 2017). The 

combination has proven to create “synergies” as the two fields complement each other in their 

concern for practitioners, ongoing or iterative nature of change in praxis, and dynamics of 

practices unfolding over time (Whittington, 2014). However, there is still much more to learn 

from this combination, and as Whittington (2014) argues, we need a deeper understanding of 

how strategists, as for instance CIO’s, ‘frame strategic issues, pitch strategic projects, form 

internal alliances, (and) negotiate deals’ and especially in light of more recent turbulent 

environments (Whittington et al., 2017). Accordingly, we need to study cases that take place in 

such turbulent conditions, and, as previously argued, DT is a prime example for this. However, 

DT is often used as a buzzword (Hausberg et al., 2019), and subject to normative theorizations 

of how to accomplish DT strategy through linear process models (Matt, Hess, & Benlian, 2015; 

Westerman, Bonnet, & McAfee, 2014). As such, there is a current need within the IS strategy 

literature for a more comprehensive understanding of DT (Gray & Rumpe, 2017; Vial, 2019). 

By combining the two fields, the thesis as a whole is able to address both the need for more 

research on strategizing in turbulent environments from the strategy-as-practice literature 

(Golsorkhi, Rouleau, Seidl, & Vaara, 2015), and contribute extensive insights from within the 

engine room of a firm undergoing DT to provide a more comprehensive understanding of DT 

(Vial, 2019).   

 

While the accumulated product of the thesis’ papers targets the intersection between strategy-

as-practice and IS strategy (Whittington, 2014), the individual papers draw on other theoretical 
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streams in their effort to explore how practitioners engage practices for strategizing in the 

turbulent conditions that follow DT. The three papers’ in-depth literature reviews can be found 

in the respective papers, however they are briefly introduced here to clarify how they relate to 

the overall theoretical positioning.  

 

2.4. Practices of framing strategy 

In order to contribute insights into how strategists engage practices for accomplishing 

strategizing for DT in a context of turbulence and accelerated change, the first paper addresses 

how strategists frame and reframe past, current, and emerging strategy, to accomplish strategy 

work in a multi-episode scene over time. In doing so, it combines and builds on theories of 

meaning-making, (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005), and 

frames (Goffman, 1974; Logemann, Piekkari, & Cornelissen, 2019), to show how framings, as 

a meaning making process, involves “the systematic use of a set of keywords, catchphrases, 

metaphors, and idioms to provide an interpretive frame of reference for a change” (Logemann 

et al., 2019: 2). Frames, as the theoretical lens, was selected as it allowed for exploring how 

practitioners actively tried to inject new meaning into what DT was and should entail, thus 

trying to re-define DT in certain ways for gaining specific outputs. While there has been a 

tendency to treat frames as relatively stable entities leading to either decisions or deferred 

decisions (Kaplan, 2008; Orlikowski & Gash, 1994), the paper applies a practice-theoretical 

lens (Golsorkhi et al., 2015) allowing it to instead highlight how practices of framing strategy, 

are catalytic for the ongoing becoming of strategy, through the practitioners’ framing practices. 

This understanding complements the thesis’ overall contribution as it extends to engage 

literature on DT, where some studies have presented DT strategy initiatives through normative 

frameworks, or as linear executions in time (Chanias, Myers, & Hess, 2019; Matt et al., 2015; 
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Westerman et al., 2014). The paper thus uses practice theory to suggest that DT strategizing 

should be seen as something that is accomplished through the accumulated effort of multiple 

strategic movements and the strategists’s practices.  

Accordingly, the first paper of this thesis contributes insights to theory on sense making and framing 

while elucidating a key aspect of how strategizing in turbulent environments, such as DT, is 

accomplished. 

 

2.5. Practices of testing external actors for inclusion or exclusion 

The second paper offers an additional perspective on how strategists engage practices for 

accomplishing strategizing for DT in turbulent environments, as it investigates how clients 

engage practices for managing the participation of externals (Laine & Vaara, 2015). Because 

DT entails fast-paced change, we observed how the internal strategists involved external 

management consultants (Kubr, 2002) to “keep up”. While involvement of external expertise 

is a longstanding topic in strategy research (Whittington, 2019), as management consultants 

often participate in attempts of pursuing strategic change (Skovgaard-Smith, Soekijad, & 

Down, 2019), we wanted to explore the practices for how clients managed the participation of 

the consultants further. We approached this by drawing on inspiration from the economies-of-

worth literature (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006; Gond, Leca, & Cloutier, 2015). This theory was 

selected as it alerted us to the notion of multiple orders of value being present inside firms and 

further explained how “tests” arised to establish a “compromise” and thereby a way forward. 

The paper is thus able to theorize three distinct testing practices clients engage to manage the 

participation of management consultants. These enables them to manage the consultants’ 

participation and thereby use them to accomplish strategizing in a turbulent environment of DT. 

Accordingly, these practices contribute with insights to the overall aim of the thesis. 
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Additionally, the second paper engages consultancy literature (A. Sturdy, 1997; Andrew 

Sturdy, 2011; Andrew Sturdy & Wright, 2011) as it argues for studying the consultant-client 

relationship with an emphasis on the client. It thus addresses a gap in the consulting literature 

that has traditionally focused on the agency of the consultant (Sturdy, 2011), and neglected the 

clients’ perspective (Mosonyi, Empson, & Gond, 2020). By theorizing three testing practices, 

the paper suggests that clients’ practices play a crucial role in producing the productive 

consultant,  as they “test” the consultants’ agency and decide whether the consultant should be 

allowed to participate in strategizing or not.  

 

2.6. Practices of concretizing abstract strategy discourse 

In the final study of how strategists engage practices for accomplishing strategizing for DT in 

the face of turbulence and accelerated change, the third paper draws on materiality literature 

from strategy as practice (Jarzabkowski, Spee, & Smets, 2013; Werle & Seidl, 2015) and 

literature on strategy text (Hardy, 2004; Ricoeur, 1981), to see how formulations of DT strategy 

gets temporarily fixated in a material artifact. In doing so, it builds on how material “stuff” 

facilitates and shapes various kinds of strategy work (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Kaplan, 2011), 

but extends this by showing how the production of strategy text (De La Ville & Mounoud, 

2015), enables strategists to fixate a flow of abstract strategy discourses (Ricoeur, 1981), 

momentarily in the affordances of a strategy document, enabling them to move a strategy 

formulation for DT forward. As such, the paper elucidates how practices of concretizing 

abstract strategy discourse enables strategists to formulate ongoing iterations of a grand strategy 

formulation for DT, and thus contributes to the overall thesis by theorizing distinct practices 

for how practitioners accomplish strategizing in a turbulent environment.  
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2.7. The papers collectively 

Collectively, the papers contribute with  parts to the overall question the thesis poses of how 

dynamics and practices of strategy work unfold in a turbulent context of digital transformation. 

By combining various literatures (e.g. Dameron, Lê, & LeBaron, 2015; Goffman, 1974; 

Ricoeur, 1981) with strategy-as-practice (Golsorkhi et al., 2015), the three papers all theorize 

certain practices, that the practitioners used in praxis to accomplish strategizing. Table 1 

provides an overview of how these different theoretical foci have been applied in the respective 

papers, along with additional information.  
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Table 1:Overview of papers 

  Paper I Paper II Paper III 

Title: 

Strategizing for digital 

transformation: Practices and 

dynamics of framing in the ongoing 

becoming of strategy 

Managing Consultants: 

How clients regulate 

external consultants’ 

participation in strategizing 

Formulating strategy for digital 

transformation: Practices for 

concretizing abstract strategy 

discourse through writing text in 

material artifacts 

     

RQ: 

How do strategists frame and 

reframe past, current, and emerging 

strategy to accomplish ongoing 

strategy work in a multi-episode 

scene over time and with which 

consequential effects 

How do clients engage 

practices for managing the 

participation of 

management consultants in 

strategizing? 

How do strategists designated 

with writing strategy 

formulations in text, engage 

practices for concretizing 

abstract strategy discourse in 

material artifacts? 

Status 

Previous versions presented at SAP-

R London 2019, KIN Summer 

school 2019, and AOM 2020. 

Revise & Resubmit in European 

Management Journal 

Previous version presented 

at EGOS 2020. Accepted 

for AOM MC division 

2021. In preparation for 

submission to journal 

(tbd.).  

Accepted for AOM SAP 

division 2021. Working paper 

Foundational 

Data 

Interviews with those framing 

strategy, observations in meetings, 

informal interactions with 

strategists, external documents. 

Interviews with clients as 

they worked with 

consultants, observations 

of meetings with and about 

consultants, strategy away 

day at consultants' office,  

external documents - both 

internal and made by 

consultants 

Interviews with writers and 

steering committee members, 

meeting observations - both on 

steering committee meetings and 

on writers’ meetings, 15 

iterations of the same document 

and the final PowerPoint 

  

Theory SAP, Framing, Sensemaking 

SAP, Participation, 

Consultants, Economies of 

worth (tests) 

SAP, Materiality, Strategy text 

Co-Author Toke Bjerregaard Kasper Trolle Elmholdt Single-authored 

Main 

Findings 

 

Strategists continuously mobilize 

framing practices that reach back 

and forth in time over multiple, 

consecutive strategy episodes. 

Deferred framings may reemerge 

later to mobilize new strategy work. 

Strategizing for DT seems to consist 

of multiple, interwoven processes  

 

The success of consultants  

in a DT strategy initiative 

was not only a matter of 

their rhetorical abilities or 

esoteric knowledge, but 

conditioned by concrete 

client (internal strategist) 

practices of ‘testing’ 

adjusting the consultants’ 

participation. 

The formulation of a DT 

strategy in text shaped 

strategizing processes as the 

strategy writers engaged several 

practices for concretizing 

abstract strategy discourse into a 

material artifact. these practices 

allowed them to challenge 

strategic input, and, influence 

the strategizing process.  
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3. METHODS 

3.1. A practice perspective 

Orienting towards practice theory for studying strategy in turbulent environments, has 

fundamental implications for the underlying paradigmatic premises (Johnson, Melin, & 

Whittington, 2003; Whittington, 2006). As studies have begun studying practices to see how 

strategizing actually happens (Golsorkhi, Rouleau, Seidl, & Vaara, 2015) they have been 

allowed for ‘exploring the situated construction of strategy concepts and strategizing 

practices’(Grand, von Arx, & Rüegg-Stürm, 2015: 91). Consequently, strategy-as-practice, and 

this thesis, builds on a constructivists epistemology (Grand et al., 2015), as they both see 

strategy as made up of social practices of “sayings” and “doings” (Schatzki, 2002) in a socially 

constructed world (Knorr Cetina, Schatzki, & von Savigny, 2001). Strategy is ’something 

people do’ (Whittington, 2006), as opposed to a static attribute of the firm (Jarzabkowski & 

Paul Spee, 2009). Additionally, strategy-as-practice conceptualizes strategy as emerging 

activity that is in a constant state of becoming, or as something that is constantly constructed 

and re-constructed (Langley, 2007). Scholars are thus encouraged to focus on the trivialities or 

everyday-activity of practitioners as they interact with other actors in their situated context 

(Johnson et al., 2003). 

Within strategy as practice, scholars have alternative approaches to the constructivism 

paradigm, as they pivot towards either tall or flat ontologies (Nicolini, 2017).  Tall ontologies 

conceptualize strategy as ‘micro-level strategizing praxis’ that ‘depends hierarchically on larger 

macro structures or systems’(Seidl & Whittington, 2014: 1408), whereas flat ontologies, see 

strategy as the “nexus of practices” (Schatzki, 1996) as it ‘does not imply restriction of scope, 

but rather a willingness to radiate out horizontally from the single instance’(Seidl & 

Whittington, 2014: 1408). This thesis leans towards a flatter ontology as it conceptualizes 
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strategy to involve ‘multiple construction processes and activities and multiple actors inside 

and outside the organization, distributed across multiple organizational layers’(Grand et al., 

2015: 78).   

The constructivist stance following a practice perspective, has implications for how data can 

and must be collected. As such, methodological approaches should reflect ways in which 

strategy can be captured ‘in flight’ as it unfolds in situ (Whittington, Molloy, Mayer, & Smith, 

2006). This thesis has chosen ethnography as the method of inquiry (Cunliffe, 2015). As 

Cunliffe (2015) argues: ‘by examining often taken-for granted practices and perceptions, we 

can discover new and often unanticipated processes and relationships and offer theoretical 

insights into the situations under study (for example, culture, strategy, work practices, identity, 

etc.). (…) Ethnography therefore resonates strongly with strategy as practice’ (Cunliffe, 2015: 

431). As a testament to the appropriateness of the fit, an impressive body of studies using this 

exact method has emerged within the strategy-as-practice literature (e.g. Jarzabkowski, Spee, 

& Smets, 2013; Kaplan, 2011; Knight, Paroutis, & Heracleous, 2018).  

 

3.2. Involved ethnography 

From the practice theoretical ambition of ‘exploring the situated construction of strategy 

concepts and strategizing practices’ (Grand et al., 2015: 91), I actively decided to involve 

myself in my field by sometimes being a participator as well as an observer (Spradley, 1980). 

My involvement has been pragmatic in that I have held presentations on a given topic or written 

minutes on meetings that would later serve as the point of departure for the document paper 3 

studies. By doing so, I exchanged my involvement for access to projects, meetings and 

workshops, which would then enable me to experience what strategizing feels like in praxis.  
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I dedicated a large part of my time within BEM to simply being present in the office landscape, 

and as such, I was able to build relationships with the people I studied (Van Maanen, 2011). 

Initially, I had to explain and justify my participation in strategizing events, however, as more 

time transpired, my repeated presence led to me feeling like an integrated and taken for granted 

participant as I was invited to join meetings, birthday celebrations, lunch, strategy-away days, 

and even corporate fun runs. The technique of involving oneself in the field among the people 

studied is by some argued to be problematic, as there is an inherent ‘involvement paradox’ 

(Becker, 1967; Langley & Klag, 2017). The paradox concerns getting too close to the people 

and topics studied to sustain critical reflexivity (Cunliffe, 2015). Ultimately, the worry is that 

involvement will lead to producing biased and uncritical findings (Langley & Klag, 2017). 

However as many previous ethnographies have been able to balance this, and produce truly 

thrilling accounts of the real world (Barley, 1996; Van Maanen, 1991) that have been of great 

relevance to theory development (Glaser & Strauss, 1967),  I too have approached my 

ethnographic way of working through involving myself. Additionally, some within the strategy-

as-practice community have called for studies using involved ethnography (Vesa & Vaara, 

2014), for nuancing a tendency of decontextualizing the researchers role by portraying him/her 

as a fly on-the wall (Jarzabkowski, Bednarek, & Spee, 2015).  

My involvement over time has alerted me to sensitize and intercept tacit practices and routines 

embedded in the culture of the people I studied (Van Maanen, 2011). For example, I was 

informed from the beginning that I could simply pick a desk as the entire firm had ‘free seating’. 

However, I quickly learned which seats were not actually free, as some employees had favorite 

desks and wanted to sit with certain people. As a programmer stated: ‘I don’t like it (free 

seating)! I come in early and take a look around and see if “my” desk is available! (Henrik 
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Porter, obs.) These small things have given me the prerequisites to collect the rich data that 

serves as the empirical foundation for this thesis as a whole.  

 

3.3. Empirical setting 

In search of finding a relevant case for advancing the understanding of how strategists strategize 

in the face of accelerated change and turbulence, I looked for large firms that had commenced, 

or were about to begin a DT journey.  

I approached several firms, but eventually came to an agreement with a company named BEM, 

and was allowed to follow their IT department. BEM is pseudonym for the company name, and 

is used as such throughout the dissertation. Similarly, other names, places, and date identifiers 

have been pseudonymized. BEM is a large global manufacturing company that, when we 

engaged in conversation, had worked with DT for some time, but were also about to launch a 

grand DT strategy initiative from within the IT department. During introduction meetings, it 

became evident that DT for BEM entailed more than what Wessel and colleagues (2020) refer 

to as IT-enabled change, as it had expanded their original business model of selling physical 

artifacts to also concern service contracts maintaining them. DT had thus had a vast influence 

on the BEM I entered and continued to do so throughout the data collection, as BEM over time 

began changing the perception of themselves from the traditional manufacturer towards a data 

company. How BEM’s role and identity should look like after a given DT strategy initiative 

was a recurring topic, as for instance a senior manager explained during a DT strategy meeting: 

’Legal is also important! Now that we are becoming a data firm, there are some things that we 

need to have under control’      

From this point of departure, BEM kindly allowed me to observe them as they were eager to 

learn more about themselves in their ongoing efforts of accomplishing strategizing. 
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Specifically, my agreement came to place with the CIO of the IT department, however, as I had 

my first week of access, he was asked to step aside, and already here my anticipation of a 

turbulent environment was confirmed. This turbulence was also present in their industry, as 

they worked with producing physical products that were influential in addressing and resolving 

grand-scale societal problems such as climate change (George, Howard - Grenville, Joshi, & 

Tihanyi, 2016). Additionally, they were organized in a very complex setup, as different 

departments had historically developed silo structures, now governing different domains of the 

business. The culture within BEM was political and departments had issues of collaborating 

broadly, which had resulted in three institutions resembling something of an IT department. 

The traditional IT, which was the one I followed, controlled IT related to internal operations 

such as Enterprise Resource Planning systems. R&D developed software for the physical 

product, and Aftermarket and Sales (A&S) controlled CRM systems. This context thus proved 

to serve as the perfect case for elucidating how strategist engage practices for strategizing in 

turbulent environments.  

 

3.4. Data 

The foundational data for this thesis is substantial. As ethnographies tend to produce immense 

data from multiple sources, the following will explain how the different sources were typically 

collected and in which ways they served this thesis. See Table 2 below for overview of data 

sources and amounts of data.  
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Table 2: Sources and amount of data collected 

Data sources Amount 

Days of fieldwork in the office of BEM, engaging 

conversations with people at the coffee machine, on the way 

to large informational meetings, at lunch, in the open office 

landscape, in the hall-ways, or in front of meeting rooms 

before meetings commenced. 

 

100 days (800 hours) 

Meetings related to various aspects of strategizing as they 

concerned strategy reviews, strategic planning, strategy 

workshops, and strategy away-days. Some were reoccurring 

in sequence, while others were ‘touch-bases’. Most of them 

concerned making strategic decisions of deciding who to 

include or exclude, how to frame a given strategic 

challenge, or how to concretize a given strategy formulation 

in text.   

76 

Semi structured interviews with relevant strategists who 

were all participating in strategizing for DT.  

 

23 

Ethnographic interviews with relevant strategists who were 

all participating in strategizing for DT.  

 

28 

  

Documents and emails that served as an external data source 

to ground findings and contextualize events in sequence. 
4300 items 

 

While the three papers of this thesis all draw on the same dataset, their foundational data occupy 

different domains within it. Paper I draws on all data across the entire data collection process, 

as it uses the broad view to explore how framings incorporate past and present strategizing 

activities. Paper II focuses exclusively on episodes where management consultants were 

engaged, and the foundational data is thus scattered across the data collection. Paper III 

exclusively focuses on a four month-period in the beginning of the data collection, as it goes 

in-depth with a particular strategy process of formulating strategy. Figure 1, illustrates how the 

different papers draw on the data set as a whole.  
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Figure 1: The three papers’ foundational data collection periods 

I have invested 800 hours across one-and-a-half years being submerged in BEM. Typically, I 

would observe strategists as they worked in the open offices, attended meetings, or had casual 

conversations over lunch. As a main tool for recording my observations of ongoing and 

emerging strategizing activity, I carried a physical notebook with me at all times (Emerson, 

Fretz, & Shaw, 1995; Spradley, 1980). As I grew more and more skilled at note taking, I 

developed a series of abbreviations and heuristics for quickly condensing complex social 

interactions into a few lines of text. However, I always strived to write the hand-written 

scribbles up as coherent field notes in a word document at first given chance in order to 

condense as much detail and information as possible (Jarzabkowski, Bednarek, & Lê, 2014). I 

have prioritized verbatim notes of strategists’ conversations and discussions as they engaged 

various practices, however I also sought to document the physical qualities of the scenes in 

which these interactions unfolded (Van Maanen, 2011). Lastly, I have noted physical gestures 

and sensed sentiments such a person being ironic, or the lived experience of entering a meeting 

with a pall atmosphere. As a sum, the observational data have played a key role in enabling me 

to produce those thick descriptions of how strategists engage practices for strategizing in 

turbulent environments, all three papers rely upon (Geertz, 1973).    
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The role of meetings and similar strategic conventions such as away-days and workshops is 

often argued to be consequential for strategizing processes (Jarzabkowski & Seidl, 2008; Seidl 

& Guérard, 2015). Meetings in BEM were as much a culturally embedded activity, as it was a 

way of producing actual work, why a lot of their time was spent in some form meeting – 

virtually, or physically. I was surprised to learn that some even participated in two meetings at 

the same time! Generally, I have prioritized attending these whenever I was allowed, as social 

interactions and practices were particular prevalent here (Seidl & Guérard, 2015). In total, I 

have attended 76 meetings with various agenda items, but all of them were concerned with 

resolving strategic challenges in the face of turbulence as they concerned elements of 

strategizing for digital transformation. Furthermore, I found that a lot of strategizing also 

happened in the boundaries of meetings. As established by Mirrivel & Tracy (2005), I saw how 

pre-meeting talk sometimes meant that decisions and alliances were already formed prior to the 

actual meeting. Consequently, I quickly learned to arrive early.  

To complement in situ observations of how strategists engaged practices for strategizing in their 

turbulent environment, I have conducted 51 interviews. Interviews served as a way of following 

up on a “saying” or “doing” I had seen unfold dynamically, and needed to understand more in-

depth. I have sampled people who were directly or indirectly involved in the projects I studied. 

I have conducted semi-structured interviews with those actors I observed over longer periods, 

thus accumulating enough questions for justifying booking their time just for me (Brinkann & 

Kvale, 2018). Additionally, I have conducted ethnographic interviews (Spradley, 1979) with 

those strategists who had too busy schedules for more formal interviws, or were I had fewer 

questions. Table 3, provides an overview of all interviewed informants and their positions. (This 

table is also presented in Paper 2).  
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Table 3: Interviews and Meetings 

Informants Position Department Formal Ethnographic Total Meetings  

Jacob Corneliussen Enterprise Architect IT 3 - 3 29 

Malcolm Lynch Enterprise Architect IT 1 1 2 16 

Anthony Sullivan Enterprise Architect IT - 1 1 - 

Jenson Ward Enterprise Architect IT - 2 2 - 

Maximillian 

Crawford Enterprise Architect IT - 1 
1 - 

Stanley Cox Head of IT IT 1 - 1 1 

Jack Wright Head of IT IT - - - 1 

Alan Perry  Head of S&A  S&A - - - 2 

Erik Svensson Middle manager IT 3 - 3 31 

Michael Erikson Middle manager IT 1 - 1 - 

John Hart Middle manager IT 1 - 1 - 

Otis Jensen Middle manager IT 1 2 3 - 

Eliza Marvel Middle manager IT - - - 1 

Abigail Armstrong Programmer IT 1 3 4 - 

Henrik Porter Programmer IT - 4 4 - 

Billy Simmons Project manager IT - 1 1 - 

James Marshall Project manager IT 2 1 3 16 

Fleming Soerensen Senior IT IT - - - 7 

Jan Johansson Senior manager IT 2 2 4 10 

Martin Hughes Senior manager IT 1 - 1 7 

Peter Flemington Middle manager IT - - - 7 

Liam Thompson Senior manager IT - 1 1 7 

Mike Brewer Senior Specialist IT 3 1 4 9 

William Robinson Specialist IT 1 - 1 4 

Dennis Olson Specialist IT 1 2 3 29 

Laurel Flemington Specialist IT 1 1 2 27 

Karen Baker Specialist IT - 3 3 3 

Stewart Fisher Specialist R&D - - - 2 

Daniel Morrison Specialist R&D - - - 2 

Alicia Knight Student worker IT - 2 2 - 

Total     23 28 51 (76) 
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Semi structured interviews were recorded and transcribed, and ethnographic interviews were 

written up in coherent prose. These, combined with the rest of the data, entailed an immense 

body of pages that needed to be sorted and organized. Additionally, the collection of data 

transpired across a long period of time and contributed input from various data sources, further 

adding to the complexity of the data set. Process data, such as this, is entangled and difficult to 

make sense of (Langley, 1999), why I have been enticed to engage analyzing data, methodically 

(Jarzabkowski et al., 2014). My general approach for doing this has been through producing 

narratives (De La Ville & Mounoud, 2015), as writing narratives focusing on a specific dynamic 

or practice proved to be the most adequate and rewarding method. Through writing narratives, 

I could structure data to identify and select which episodes best addressed strategists’ strategy 

activity as they engaged practices for strategizing in an environment of turbulence and 

accelerated change.  
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Abstract: This article seeks to contribute new insight into how the dynamics and practices of 

framing are involved in strategizing during ongoing change. It examines how practitioners’ 

strategy framing efforts constantly (re)combine and -construct elements of past and current 

strategy proposals in a multi-episode setting over time. The article responds to calls for more 

practice-based research on how information system strategists and practitioners frame and pitch 

strategic issues and initiatives. It reports the findings of an ethnographic field study of 

strategizing for digital transformation1 in a major northern European manufacturing company, 

showing how information system practitioners constantly reframe past strategy proposals to 

gain support for and to demarcate new strategy proposals. The practitioners dynamically 

combine framing practices to build legitimacy and resources, to advance the position and 

strategic influence for themselves and their department. This paper advances the understanding 

of how framing in strategizing under ongoing change constantly draws upon, adds distance to, 

and even reconstructs framing elements of past strategies. The study examines these framing 

dynamics and practices as they unfold over three consecutive, seemingly distinct processes of 

strategy formulation for digital transformation.  

Keywords: 

Strategizing; practice; process; framing; digital transformation; ethnography  

                                                
1 Digital Transformation: DT 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Strategy scholars have illuminated how managers and employees give and make sense in order 

to formulate, communicate, and accomplish strategic change (Balogun, Jacobs, Jarzabkowski, 

Mantere, & Vaara, 2014). Resources mobilized for strategic sensemaking, sensegiving (and 

wrighting) comprise narratives, rhetorics and strategic concepts (Jalonen, Schildt, & Vaara, 

2018). Such resources may be used in framing strategic issues to mobilize support for strategies. 

Research on meaning-making in strategy work has often concerned singular instances of 

strategic change (Logemann, Piekkari, & Cornelissen, 2019), for instance, addressing how a 

CEO gives sense during strategic change initiation by shaping the interpretive frames of 

organizational participants (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991), or how middle managers sell a strategic 

change in their everyday work (Rouleau, 2005). Research on strategy framing has often sought 

to explain how an interpretive frame of reference for a singular, episodic strategic change is 

formed (Logemann et al., 2019). 

Relatively sparse research has examined how practices of framing constantly recalibrate frames 

of strategy formation. Thus, comparatively little research has been devoted to understanding 

how meaning-making in strategizing, such as framing of strategic issues and proposals, evolves 

over multiple consecutive processes of strategy formation when change is ongoing. There has 

been a tendency to treat the frames underpinning strategy formation as relatively stable (Kaplan, 

2008; Schneider & Sting, 2019), leaving the practice dynamics of framing understudied as 

occurring during practitioners’ mundane work. Across the framing literature, the dynamics of 

framing activity remain under-elucidated (Klein & Amis, In press), a possible reason being that 

research has often reified otherwise socially dynamic and situated processes of meaning 

construction “in terms of packaged outputs and relatively stable meaning systems” (Cornelissen 

& Werner, 2014, p. 4).  
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However, as strategists tend to operate in the face of constant, and what some perceive as 

accelerated change, strategy work may involve an ongoing effort of revising strategies, more 

than the perfection of any transitory design (Whittington, Molloy, Mayer, & Smith, 2006). 

Thus, when organizations are confronted with ongoing change, e.g., due to external and/or 

internal turbulence, the work of (re-)strategizing becomes constant, involving frequent 

formulations and (re)framing of strategy. Dynamism constitutes a significant challenge to 

strategic management (Schriber & Löwstedt, 2020). Therefore, more research into the 

dynamics and social practice of framing in a multi-episode scene over time is relevant to the 

advancement of the understanding of how strategy practitioners frame issues in the ongoing 

formation of strategy. This paper seeks to contribute new knowledge into how, within an 

organizational setting characterized by constant change, framing in strategy work is effectuated 

by constantly (re)combining framing elements of multiple episodes of developing and enacting 

strategy proposals as practitioners interact over and shape new strategy configurations. Thus, 

the question to be confronted by this article is: 

How do strategists frame and reframe past, current, and emerging strategy to accomplish 

ongoing strategy work in a multi-episode scene over time and with which consequential effects?  

Hence, this study seeks to develop an empirically grounded theorization of how strategists 

(re)configure and interweave framings of past and emerging strategy proposals. For example, 

this is done through reinvesting new meaning in past key concepts as new concepts are 

introduced. Some framings may fall into disuse for long periods, only to resurface and become 

re-invoked and consequential in later strategy processes. This theorization of framing dynamics 

shaping ongoing strategy formation is developed through the findings of a one-and-a-half year 

ethnographic study. It accounts for the work of ongoing strategizing and re-strategizing for DT 

within a global manufacturing firm headquartered in Northern Europe, referred to under the 



48 

 

pseudonym of BEM, a global leader and the largest firm in its industry. We follow the actual 

“doing” of strategy for DT through deep immersion in the strategy work of BEM’s IT 

department, in the headquarters of this major firm, as it unfolds across multiple, consecutive 

strategies aimed at realizing new digital business opportunities.  

Over the past decade, strategy development for DT has emerged as a significant concern for 

strategy practitioners, consultancies, and researchers (Brooks & Smets, 2018; Westerman, 

Bonnet, & McAfee, 2014; Whittington, 2014), often presented as one of the grand challenges 

of our time (George, Howard - Grenville, Joshi, & Tihanyi, 2016). Its characteristics of rapid 

innovation and an ongoing flow of new technologies place demands on the frequency of 

strategic renewal. It is, therefore, a relevant research context for studying how framing efforts 

are involved in strategizing for ongoing and perceived accelerated change. In this vein, this 

paper responds to calls for more Strategy-as-practice (SAP) research on digital and IT strategies 

and, in particular, on “information systems (IS) strategy praxis” (Whittington, 2014). We need 

more knowledge on how IS strategists and practitioners, as Whittington puts it, “frame strategic 

issues, pitch strategic projects, form internal alliances, negotiate deals, etc. What are the 

dominant strategic discourses to which IS practitioners need to relate, and what are the 

discursive competences they require?” (Whittington, 2014, p. 90). For scholars interested in the 

actual craft of doing strategy, more insight into strategy work and competences of a more 

diverse array of professional specialisms, such as digital or IT specialists, offers the potential 

to expand existing research efforts into strategy work (Whittington, 2014).  

This ethnography of strategizing for DT shows how IS strategists constantly draw on, 

potentially oppose, and actively reinterpret framing resources of past strategizing activities to 

configure and mobilize support for new strategies and to demarcate them from recent strategy 

proposals. It shows how practitioners may engage, reinterpret, and delegitimize key framing 
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concepts, and even reframe entire past strategy episodes and issues, to mobilize actors and 

resources in new strategy processes, and to advance their strategic mandate.  

The following section accounts for the theoretical background of this research. This is followed 

by an explanation of the ethnographic methodology used. The paper further presents how IS 

practitioners engage in framing activities when accomplishing strategy work over multiple 

strategy proposals. Lastly, we discuss additions to extant research.  
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2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

2.1. Strategy as ongoing activity 

SAP research has shifted research attention from considering strategy as the product of an elite 

group of accomplished people foreseeing future trends (Whittington, 2018) to conceptualizing 

and capturing strategy as an ongoing activity exerted by a wide range of actors within and 

beyond the firm (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009). Conceiving strategy as practical activity, in 

contradistinction to a static attribute of a firm, offers insights into the actual practices and 

dynamics of strategizing involved in the ongoing becoming of strategy (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 

2009). The work of strategizing includes the trivialities of everyday activity in organizations, 

such as attending and organizing meetings (Jarzabkowski & Seidl, 2008), producing 

PowerPoint presentations (Kaplan, 2011), the general formulation of text bids (Arnaud, Mills, 

Legrand, & Maton, 2016; Whittington, 2006), or reconvening outside the office for 

conferences, workshops, and away days (Whittington, 2003). In the minute details of these 

activities, strategy is framed by practitioners who draw on a range of conceptual and rhetorical 

resources as they seek to accomplish various effects. In this article, a practice approach to the 

study of strategizing allows for understanding the dynamics and practices of framing in strategy 

work as they instantiate multiple, seemingly distinct, strategy proposals in the ongoing flux of 

(re-)strategizing. Notably, such a lens directs analytical sensitivity toward the mundane acts of 

framing strategic issues, challenges, and processes in and between meetings and during 

everyday work. Below we elaborate a conceptualization for sensitizing empirical analysis of 

framing practices and dynamics for shaping ongoing strategy formation. 

 



   

51 

 

2.2. Frames in strategy research 

Frames, as an analytical conceptualization of how actors make sense of the world, draw 

inspiration from, among others, Goffman’s (1974) seminal work on frame analysis. Frames 

have been considered as (simplified) social schemata of interpretation that allow people to 

locate, perceive, identify, and label events to make sense, store experience, and guide and 

mobilize action (Goffman, 1974; Snow, Rochford, Worden, & Benford, 1986). Social 

movement theory has drawn inspiration from Goffman’s ideas to conceptualize how practices 

of aligning frames can be used to mobilize people and to establish support (Snow et al., 1986). 

The concept of frames has fueled different types of studies in strategy research, spanning 

research on the cognitive basis of strategic choices (Schwenk, 1988) to some studies of SAP 

(Kaplan, 2008). The bulk of research has studied frames as relatively stable entities with 

explanatory effects on strategy, often paying less attention to the dynamics and actual practice 

of framing as effectuated during strategy work (Cornelissen & Werner, 2014). 

Studies within the SAP research tradition have accorded attention to some dynamics of how 

frames are mobilized and shaped during strategy work (Kaplan, 2008). Research has 

illuminated how, over time, individuals build personal framing catalogs that comprise 

numerous frames to draw on as relevant (Kaplan, 2008). Drawing on a frame may aid 

strategizing actors in mobilizing support, explaining and justifying the outcome of past strategy 

episodes, as well as legitimizing strategic intent, undermining other actors’ participation in 

strategy work, or securing a continued mandate and reputation for the individual or 

organizational unit. This aspect makes frames political and subject to ongoing contestation and 

negotiation (Raviola, 2017; Snow et al., 1986). For example, Kaplan (2008) accounts for how 

realignment practices are used to undermine/build legitimacy when engaging in framing 

contests. Individuals draw on a repertoire of frames from past experiences, which are brought 
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into interaction with other individuals. When other strategy participants perceive a frame to be 

highly resonating with their personal interests, it may lead to an immediate decision of what 

action to take (Kaplan. 2008). Framing practices may be engaged to tap into the other’s interests 

in an attempt to mobilize action and eventually come to a decision about action. If this is 

unsuccessful, it will lead to a deferred decision. However, frames as an analytical concept tend 

to direct less attention toward how meaning-making occurs through the work of framing in the 

ongoing formation of strategy where meanings and interpretive resources do not necessarily 

coalesce into stable frames whose configuration or degree of alignment explain strategy 

processes. 

 

2.3. Practices and dynamics of framing with key concepts, phrases and idioms in the 

ongoing becoming of strategy 

The activity of framing as a meaning-making process involves “the systematic use of a set of 

keywords, catchphrases, metaphors, and idioms to provide an interpretive frame of reference 

for a change” (Logemann et al., 2019, p. 2). Practitioners may, for instance, use key concepts, 

phrases, idioms, tropes, and metaphors in framing strategic issues to shape followers’ 

interpretations of strategic challenges, to make convincing persuasions of relevant strategy 

proposals, to (de)legitimize alternative courses of strategic action or the inclusion of specific 

actors in strategy work. Practices of framing as a means to strategic sensemaking and -giving 

may involve both using and shaping framing concepts and idioms in variable constellations. 

Language and concepts have thus been studied as resources in strategic sensemaking about 

change to enact interests and ideas (Logemann et al., 2019; Sillince, Jarzabkowski, & Shaw, 

2012; Vaara, Sonenshein, & Boje, 2016). Discursive practices of drawing boundaries around 
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strategy may for example serve to include and exclude organizational participants (Kaplan, 

2011).  

In a practice lens, and thereby a social constructivist lens, framing refers less to the constitution 

of relatively stable cognitive frames that filter and serve to make sense of an external world 

(Cornelissen & Schildt, 2015; Grand, von Arx, & Rüegg-Stürm, 2015). It directs analytical 

sensitivity toward, for example, the fact that framing practices will have formative effects on 

phenomena under continuous construction by practitioners, and potentially by researchers 

(Cornelissen & Schildt, 2015).  

Strategizing under constant change may demand ongoing framing efforts to guide strategic 

sensemaking processes in strategy formation more than establishing a relatively stable frame of 

reference for a single strategic change to be executed as an episodic process. This is likely to 

involve multiple modes of agency. Research on SAP has uncovered how strategists maneuver 

between iterative, practical–evaluative, and projective forms of agency to accomplish strategy 

work (Jarzabkowski, 2005). Similarly, framing ongoing strategy formation may involve the 

iterative work of, for example, reinvesting concepts underpinning previous strategies with new 

meaning or delegitimizing them in the act of introducing and conferring meaning to new 

framing concepts. The act of making sense is also, in significant ways, a retrospective agentic 

process, as noted by Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld (2005), and is no less so if strategy is under 

constant revision. Hence, a practice lens on the act of framing, as outlined here, directs our 

analytical sensitivity toward how framing practices in a strategy-making process involves 

retrospective and prospective agency as they work across multiple strategy processes, how 

socially situated practitioners mobilize them and with which possible effects.  
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Over the following sections, these theoretical inspirations inform analytical sensitivity in the 

study of how multiple new strategies for DT are developed and proposed in a global 

manufacturer, and how strategy is framed and reframed with content from previous strategy 

proposals. We develop an empirically grounded theorization of how practitioners configure and 

draw key framing concepts and different versions of previous strategizing episodes and 

proposals in order to proceed with ongoing strategizing amid constant change. This involves 

how practitioners use framing practices to build legitimacy around new agendas and how they 

undermine the participation of others in strategy work. 
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3. METHOD 

3.1. Ethnography  

Ethnography is apposite for capturing strategizing activities and framing efforts as they unfold 

over time (Golsorkhi, Rouleau, Seidl, & Vaara, 2015). It allows us to capture the mundane 

semiotics of framing in everyday practice as they constantly recalibrate the framings of strategy. 

The first author submerged himself deeply in the case company and learned to intercept 

culturally implicit practices in daily work. As practitioners engaged in framing activities in 

seamless ongoing instances of strategy work, the approach to the fieldwork involved a 

participatory ethnographic style. While participatory forms of ethnography are relatively unde-

represented in strategy process and practice studies, the present study thus responds to calls for 

more participatory strategic ethnography (Bourgoin, Bencherki, & Faraj, 2019; Vesa & Vaara, 

2014), allowing understanding of the lived experiences of working with strategy. Immersion 

and actual participation in IT strategy work deep within the corporate headquarters served to 

capture strategizing “in flight” (Whittington et al., 2006) and acknowledge and build knowledge 

through the complex and co-constitutive relationship between praxeological research and firm 

practice (Grand et al., 2015; Poulis & Kastanakis, 2020). 

 

3.2.  Empirical setting 

Data collection unfolded in the IT department of a large firm situated in Northern Europe, 

referred to as BEM. BEM is a pseudonym, as all names, places and date identifiers have been 

pseudonymized. BEM operates in a highly competitive business-to-business industry 

characterized by fast-paced technological advancements. BEM is a highly esteemed 

manufacturing company with a strong heritage of building and innovating its core product. Over 
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the past decade, as part of BEM’s DT efforts, they have focused on generating more revenue 

from aftermarket value propositions, such as maintenance contracts, and predictive usage 

optimization through big data. Throughout the fieldwork, the IT department worked on specific 

strategy proposals to accommodate increased demand from internal business divisions to 

exploit digital technologies such as AI and Cloud in BEM’s daily operations. While the data 

collection originates in the IT department, it also captures how IS strategists reach out to the 

internal R&D and Sales & Aftermarket (S&A) departments. 

 

3.3. Data 

The data stem from fieldwork spanning from early 2018 to mid-2019. We focus on the ongoing 

flow of strategy-making through three major strategy proposals anonymized as Analytic, DT-

Foundation, and LEAD. They are similar in the way they pronounce DT, as they deal with 

rethinking existing ways of working more than just supporting existing business and processes 

with IT (Hausberg et al., 2019). This makes them suitable for the study of how practitioners 

enact framing practices for strategy formation across a series of strategies. We invested 800 

hours during 100 days of participatory and non-participatory ethnography.  

The data are a collection of interviews, meetings, observations, and secondary data such as 

PowerPoints, news articles, etc. (see Table 1). Furthermore, the first author engaged in countless 

informal conversations and gathered mundane observations from being present in the office. 

Altogether, the data contribute to showing how actors engage in framing activities to shape 

strategy across multiple proposals.  
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Table 1: Overview of dataset 

Data Amount 

Days of fieldwork 100 

Meetings 76 

Semi-structured interviews 23 

Ethnographic interviews 28 

Emails 1,300 

Documents 3,000 

 

3.4. Participant observation 

Examples of participant observation comprise writing meeting summaries or lecturing on a 

strategy topic for a team meeting. These activities enabled access to the experience of the 

everyday life of practitioners (Spradley, 1980). The first author learned what strategizing feels 

like, as he observed everyday practices of framing activities unfolding in their complex and 

messy situated context.  

 

3.5. Meetings 

The meetings attended were internal strategy meetings concerned with strategy reviews and 

strategic planning, along with strategy workshops and away days (Golsorkhi et al., 2015). The 

meetings were at group, department, and organization level, spanning one-on-one situations to 

auditoriums with approximately 100 participants. The majority of meetings consisted of four to 

eight people working on specific strategies. All meetings were logged, and written up as field 

notes within 24 hours to condense as much detail as possible. The field notes consist of verbatim 

quotes, contextualization, physical descriptions, and experienced sentiments of the room, as is 

good practice in ethnography (Jarzabkowski, Bednarek, & Lê, 2014). For the DT-Base and 
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LEAD the first author participated in biweekly meetings organized by the respective steering 

groups.  

 

3.6. Interviews 

The 51 interviews were conducted with 23 different employees at all levels of the IT 

department. Table 2 provides an overview of all informants and their involvement in the 

different proposals and meetings. All the interviewees were involved, to varying degrees, in 

one or all of the three strategy proposals. A typical reason for arranging an interview was to 

follow up on sayings or doings in a meeting or in the open office. The interviews consist of 

semi-structured interviews and ethnographic interviews.  

The semi-structured interviews were typically one-on-one situations in meeting rooms, which 

allowed for audio recording. They range from 25 to 90 minutes, with an average of 45 minutes. 

The interview guide was an emerging inquiry building on reflections from the preceding 

experiences in the field, but always concerned with how IT strategists within the IT department 

engaged in acts of framing strategic issues in strategizing for DT. This concern allowed for 

emerging topics, but has also limited the conversation to the elements of interest (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2015).  

The ethnographic interviews were shorter interventions, typically ranging between five and 30 

minutes, where the informant was approached with a specific set of questions in mind 

(Spradley, 1979). These interviews were logged immediately, only to be elaborated as field 

notes by first given opportunity. A typical ethnographic interview was cornering people at the 

coffee machine, passing them up when going for lunch, or entering a skype meeting early, 

attempting to get exclusive time with an informant. 
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3.7. Documents and videos  

We had access to a substantial number of internally constructed strategy documents, historical 

and recent PowerPoints, news articles, Yammer conversations, etc. These documents served to 

inform the ongoing data collection in addition to contextual framing in this paper.  
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TABLE 2 : Interviews and Meetings 
 

Informants Position Department Analytic 
DT-

Base 
LEAD Formal Ethnographic Total Meetings 

Jacob Corneliussen Enterprise Architect IT   - - 3  3 29 

Malcolm Lynch Enterprise Architect IT  - - 1 1 2 16 

Anthony Sullivan Enterprise Architect IT  -   1 1  

Jenson Ward Enterprise Architect IT -    2 2  

Maximillian Crawford Enterprise Architect IT -    1 1  

Stanley Cox Head of IT IT   - 1  1 1 

Jack Wright Head of IT IT -     
 1 

Alan Perry  Head of S&A S&A - -    
 2 

Erik Svensson Middle Manager IT   - 3  3 31 

Michael Erikson Middle Manager IT - -  1  1  

John Hart Middle Manager IT - -  1  1  

Otis Jensen Middle Manager IT  -  1 2 3  

Eliza Marvel Middle Manager IT -     
 1 

Abigail Armstrong Programmer IT  -  1 3 4  

Henrik Porter Programmer IT -    4 4  

Billy Simmons Project Manager IT - -   1 1  

James Marshall Project Manager IT  -  2 1 3 16 

Fleming Soerensen Senior IT IT - -    
 7 

Jan Johansson Senior Manager IT - - - 2 2 4 10 

Martin Hughes Senior Manager IT - -  1  1 7 

Peter Flemington Middle Manager IT - - -   
 7 

Liam Thompson Senior Manager IT - - -  1 1 7 

Mike Brewer Senior Specialist IT - - - 3 1 4 9 

William Robinson Specialist IT - - - 1  1 4 

Dennis Olson Specialist IT   - 1 2 3 29 

Laurel Flemington Specialist IT -  - 1 1 2 27 

Karen Baker Specialist IT -    3 3 3 

Stewart Fisher Specialist R&D - -    
 2 

Daniel Morrison Specialist R&D - -    
 2 

Alicia Knight Student Worker IT  -   2 2  

Total           23 28 51 (76) 
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3.8. Analysis  

Our analysis was guided by processual methodology, exploring how strategists frame and 

reframe strategy over time. Process data is notoriously messy and, therefore, requires rigorous 

analyses. This is especially true when the subject of interest is studied in situ using inclusive 

ethnography (Langley, 1999; Mintzberg, 1979). We created an events list (Poole, Dooley, 

Holmes, Van de Ven, & Holmes, 2000) to secure a coherent and precise presentation of events 

respective to each other, The list served as a focal point for iterating between writing multiple 

empirical narratives articulating aspects and nuances of framing dynamics, coding data from 

all sources, and reading additional literature. The authors also engaged in continuous 

discussions of interpretations of the data and emerging patterns. The various elements of the 

analysis took place throughout the process of collecting, analyzing, and writing up the data. As 

a result, the analysis can be roughly categorized into three stages (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 

2014).  

First, an early analysis took place in the field, as the first author’s extensive field notes 

constituted the initial phase of the data processing (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). Already, 

themes emerged, which were recorded in distinct memos separate from field notes, and 

processed to guide future inquires. Furthermore, activities expected to yield relevant insights 

for the analysis were highlighted, and further elaborated during rereads of data (Poole et al., 

2000). During the fieldwork, we wrote multiple descriptive narratives that combined to form a 

contextualization, which became the first step in incorporating an analytical element of 

framings (Langley, 1999).  

Second, we began coding data in Nvivo 12, looking for framing and reframing of strategic 

actors, strategy proposals, concepts, etc., systematically across data sources informed by the 

initial analyses and narratives. We coded for activity related to framing activity and discovered 
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several distinct framing practices. We saw how actors invested, built, clustered, merged, and 

circumscribed concepts, phrases, and idioms to demarcate new strategy from old, to place blame 

on and add distance from other actors or strategy proposals, etc.  

Finally, we constructed one comprehensive empirical narrative displaying the patterns of 

framing dynamics and practices in relation to the three identified strategy episodes. As we 

continued to work with this narrative, we were able to show how actors engage the framing 

practices mentioned above to shape the ongoing becoming of strategy for DT.  

A key BEM informant has read this paper. He expressed the view that the presentation of data 

resonated highly with his own experiences.  
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4. FINDINGS 

4.1.  Practices and dynamics of framing ongoing DT strategy formation 

At the time of the fieldwork, BEM was experiencing increasing pressure for digitalization in 

the market. Processes, products, and value propositions were reconfigured with digital 

technologies, and DT of business, particularly the commoditization of data, were critical 

priorities of most competing companies. Data business was the new anticipated competitive 

advantage, and it was expected to become a crucial differentiator in what the CIO, Jack Wright, 

referred to as the “digital battlefield” during the initial work of framing a DT strategy.  

While the communicated ambitions for a grand transformation were high, ethnographic 

immersion in the global IT department unearthed how strategizing and re-strategizing for DT 

unfolded as an ongoing accomplishment through numerous micro-processes in different 

directions and tempi in the complex organizational context of BEM. Drawing on a whiteboard, 

Erik Svensson explained the pluralistic strategic landscape of the firm, as seen from his position 

in the IT department:  

Up here, we have this (strategy) house. And, we want to be the best in blah 

and blah (mission statements). Then we have our strategic focus areas. Then 

we have our Finance area, which is Legal, it is IT, it is Finance, it is Treasury, 

and it is Risk and stuff like that. Then we have Product Development, HR, 

and these are the more supporting functions. Then we have (R&D), where 

they develop the (product). Here, we also have Sales. Then we have S&A, 

and I think we have one more… (Anyway). I am over here (points to the 

whiteboard). So that’s the strategy of (this department). (Then) there’s a 

strategy up here, and there is a strategy here, and there is a strategy here, and 

there is a strategy here and a strategy here. (Erik Svensson, interview (int).) 

 

Within this complex organization, pluralistic strategizing processes occurred. As experienced 

by Mr. Svensson: 

 



64 

 

 

So, if I make a strategy over here to support them (the business), then, of 

course, I go and look at this strategy and say “OK how do I interpret this 

strategy? How do I set my team off to be able to deliver?” Then we have a 

colleague over here who looks at this strategy and gets something else out of 

it.… it is just the further you go down (the hierarchy) the more you just 

interpret it for your own best – right?  So the strategy it is… it’s difficult…’ 

(Erik Svensson, int.) 

 

Framing efforts around DT strategy thus occurred within multiple lines of cooperation, struggle, 

and contestation within and between departments over strategies for position and for symbolic, 

economic, and political resources within the global firm. Furthermore, a fast-paced and volatile 

internal and external environment characterized BEM, frequently compelling practitioners to 

reorganize, re-strategize, and re-allocate resources in the process of formulating or effectuating 

strategy. As an enterprise architect instructed the ethnographer: “don’t bother (to study the 

organizational diagram). In two months from now, it will be totally different anyway.” (Jenson 

Ward, ethnographic int.). 

In the following ethnographic narrative, we show how practitioners, involved in processes of 

(re)strategizing for DT at BEM, seek to advance their department’s broader strategic role and 

mandate in the firm as well as their individual participation and influence in strategy processes. 

They accomplish this by constantly engaging in the process of simultaneously framing and 

reframing recent and emergent strategy proposals for DT in their efforts to mobilize support for 

new strategy processes and projects. This involves drawing on and juggling variable practices 

of investing previous framing concepts and catchphrases with new meaning, building them on 

top of or as extensions of each other, clustering, merging, re-associating, and circumscribing 

them. These practices enable them, for instance, to translate concepts of recent strategy 
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processes into new strategy proposals, while at the same time demarcating current strategy 

activity from recent ones (see Table 3). 

 

  

Table 3: Iterative/projective practices of (re)framing in ongoing strategy work  

 

 Recycling/translating framing concepts/catchphrases/idioms from recent strategy proposals by 

investing them with new meaning 

 

 Reshaping boundaries of a (recycled) concept by expanding/narrowing its scope to reform 

constellations of relevant strategy actors, activities, or resources  

 

 Merging past framing concepts/catchphrases/idioms with those emerging to establish degrees of 

continuity, cohesion, and potential resonance across past and unfolding strategy work  

 

 Clustering popular concepts/catchphrases/idioms from past and/or emerging strategies, on top of 

or as extensions of each other to create buy-in and sell new strategy proposals 

 

 Invoking past concepts, catchphrases, or episodes in unfolding strategizing by actively 

reinterpreting them with new (often negative) meaning to legitimize and shape new concepts, 

demarcating and distancing emerging strategy from past strategy work and its actors, placing 

blame and downplaying personal involvement 

 

 

Table 3 is not exhaustive. However, it presents particularly salient framing practices and their 

effects. The following sections explain how these practices were engaged and show the 

consequential effects as practitioners mobilized framing practices across three consecutive 

strategy proposals to shape ongoing strategy formation (see Table 4 for an overview of the three 

strategy proposals).  
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Table 4: Overview of strategies and framings  

  Analytic Regrouping DT-Base Regrouping LEAD 

D
es

cr
ip

ti
o
n

 

A large-scale 

project aimed at 

creating alignment 

and buy-in from all 

of BEM through the 

use of umbrella 

concepts. Officially 

ended, as an 

acquisition was 

made. 

IS strategists 

built frames 

legitimizing their 

role in past 

strategy work. 

Middle managers 

formulated strategy 

for DT in the 

absence of a CIO 

attempting to sell a 

strategy to the 

business 

departments, as IT 

believed they would 

associate DT with 

Cloud. 

IS strategists 

build frames 

legitimizing 

their role in 

past strategy 

work. 

Initiated by new 

CIO with internal 

focus only. Aimed 

at cleaning up and 

“disrupting” ways 

of working. 

S
u
p
p
o
rt

 

BEM’s top 

management 
n/a 

Middle managers in 

the IT department 
n/a 

BEM’s top 

management 

D
u
ra

ti
o
n

 

One year Three months Three months One month One year  

F
ra

m
in

g
s 

DT as umbrella 

terms: IoT, Big 

Data, Machine 

Learning, 

Augmented Reality, 

etc. 

Distancing 

“Cloud as agile 

ways of working” 

DT as “Cloud” to 

solve business 

problems 

Distancing 

DT as 

“Disruption,” 

“challenge status 

quo”  

“rethink ways of 

working”  

 

 

4.2. Analytic strategy proposal: Framing strategy DT with umbrella concepts 

Building and exploiting digital capabilities through the formulation of a DT strategy were 

collectively communicated by S&A, R&D, IT, and executive management as a critical priority 

for BEM and as a means to capture new business opportunities in an industry undergoing global 

transformation. Analytic was therefore formed as a major strategic collaboration project 

between these departments to “jumpstart the data business” in this global firm.  
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Over time, BEM had morphed into department silos with exclusive ownership over different 

data streams. The IT department managed the enterprise resource planning system, thereby 

governing the inherent data. R&D owned the data from BEM’s physical product. The S&A 

department had exclusivity on data concerning customers and sales. Before Analytic, this 

situation had led to inter-unit political tensions challenging collaboration and alliance formation 

across departments. Therefore, the heads of department and executive management hoped that 

Analytic would be a unifying project that would overcome these tensions.  

When the S&A and R&D departments began developing “blue ocean strategies,” the CIO, Jack 

Wright, was assigned the creation of a complete IT infrastructure capable of supporting new 

data business ideas. The solution was an overarching application-programming interface (API) 

management tool. This tool should enable service integration with collective ownership 

between IT, Finance, R&D, and S&A. The API tool was an additional legitimization of the IT 

department’s role in the project; it allowed for the other parties to exploit a cluster of digital 

technologies such as Natural Language Processing, Predictive Analytics based on Big Data, 

etc. Therefore, at this time, the scope and content of Analytic were expanding to include new 

framing concepts, catchphrases, and idioms concerning different aspects of digitalization. 

Up to this point, the IT department in BEM had acted as a cost center and played a 

predominantly supportive role in providing IT solutions to accommodate global business 

demands. However, IT strategists within the IT department, led by Jack Wright, considered the 

growing general interest in DT an opportunity to advance the department’s wider strategic 

influence and expand its mandate in the corporate-wide strategy conversations on digitalization. 

This was done by building an encompassing DT framing, clustering numerous concepts and 

technologies in a single digitalization strategy, translating digitalization concepts into possible 

strategic achievements for R&D, Finance, and S&A. It further legitimized a greater strategic 
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role in the firm and a mandate for the IT department in accomplishing these goals. In the 

following excerpt from a presentation, Jack Wright frames DT using a cluster of concepts he 

expects the business to buy into: 

An example of various important areas of (Analytic) either active, planned or 

potential across various parts of BEM’s value chain are (IoT, Big Data, 

Analytics, Machine Learning, Augmented Reality, Virtual Reality, Cloud 

Mobile, Design Thinking, LEAN, etc.). In all of this (the DT of BEM), 

Analytic (...) has a very large role to play, especially within S&A, but they 

(the concepts above) are by no means the full scope of what our competitors 

are achieving with digital (transformation). (Jack Wright, PowerPoint)  

In this manner, Jack Wright, early on sought to circumscribe the emerging DT strategy as a 

multifaceted umbrella concept that brought together numerous concepts of digital technologies 

expected to enhance business operations. The umbrella concept’s cluster of technologies used 

to frame strategic challenges and measures was expanded with additional selling points, such 

as enablement of automation, robotics, and E-commerce, before being extended to R&D and 

S&A, thereby promoting buy-in for Analytic, in addition, to support from within the IT task 

group.  

Initially, this proved successful, as the IT department was allowed to play a key strategic role 

and pushed the digitalization agenda. However, as R&D, S&A, and IT began executing and 

launching roadmaps in their established processes, problems occurred. There was inconsistency 

in the quality of data. Power struggles resurfaced over who should have access to what data, 

and what the end goal of the DT entailed in practice. In response, the IT task group discarded 

the ambition of gaining support for a formal DT strategy proposal from top management, and, 

instead, proceeded informally with seemingly autonomous strategizing for DT. A middle 

manager explained:  

It was the idea (in Analytic) that we should take this to the next level and 

make some products we could sell in the market, but no one really had any 

idea of what we were going to use it for. Therefore, it has been difficult to 



   

69 

 

create commitment in executive management around what we must do – what 

are we targeting. (Michael Erikson, int.)  

Isolated and un-orchestrated digital innovation projects emerged independently within the 

different departments. Often, these projects only resolved local issues, which made them unfit 

for the scale required by BEM. After a period involving divergent activities strategizing for DT, 

S&A grew impatient and acquired a digital intelligence company with the analytical capabilities 

Analytic was intended to provide. A senior specialist explained:  

And he (Alan Perry – Head of S&A) basically said I don’t trust anybody in 

this company to build anything. I’m going to buy it outside and see what can 

be delivered based on the data that can then be rounded up and provided. 

(Mike Brewer, int.)  

The acquisition formally ended Analytic and led to a major round of restructuring throughout 

BEM, including the laying off of the Head of R&D and of Jack Wright. The Head of S&A, 

Alan Perry, remained in a strengthened position as he received support and funding from 

executive management to execute the acquisition.  

The attempt by the IT department to gain a stronger strategic mandate through a particular broad 

framing of DT strategy rebounded, and control went instead to S&A. Mike Brewer, a remaining 

member of the IT task group, explained the conclusion of the project as a result of the inability 

to frame Analytic so as to bridge competing interests and understandings of the required 

direction for DT: 

So, what you had was everybody in their own individual kingdoms looking 

at their own individual problems and trying to do the best they could. … and 

then, you have a history that has created a culture of mistrust, lack of 

collaboration, and ability to align around a common direction and even the 

ability to create a common direction. (Mike Brewer, int.) 

All parties were trying to gain more control and expand their role in devising strategy for DT, 

in part through competition over which concepts should frame strategy formation for Analytic.  
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4.3. (Re)framing under reorganization for new strategy work  

Following Analytic, a high-ranking manager from Finance was appointed interim CIO. He 

instructed IT to carry on “business as usual” until a new CIO was recruited (interim CIO, 

meeting observations (obs).). Those previously associated with Analytic began to advance 

multiple diverse reinterpretations of the turn of events and the recent process of formulating a 

strategy proposal for DT. They did this in ways that often downplayed their role in the strategy 

process, investing previous key framing concepts with new meaning and placing blame 

elsewhere to sustain their legitimacy and their future participation in strategy work. As Mike 

Brewer explained: “Analytic completely failed due to the organizational politics and lack of 

commitment and awareness from executive management.” (Mike Brewer, int.). In parallel with 

an active distancing from the project and its underpinning concepts, others advanced framings 

of the strategy process and its aftermath, downplaying the general authenticity, sincerity, and 

magnitude of Analytic, insisting on the “business as usual” idiom advanced by the interim CIO. 

Erik Svensson explained: “It is not a big change now. I think a big change would probably more 

surface when a new CIO comes onboard!” (Erik Svensson, int.)  

Finally, some individuals reinterpreted the recent strategy process by explaining the turn of 

events through ex-post rationalization. As Erik Svensson hinted, the discussion of Analytic and 

its consequences in the IT department now often revolved around how Jack Wright had left 

BEM:  

I think it’s a matter of getting new eyes on things, because I think that Jack 

Wright, if you look at the IT management layer, our former CIO has been 

here for (a very longtime)… I think it is more a matter of… disagreement on 

where IT should move, and do we need new eyes to look at it. (Erik Svensson, 

int.) 

Following two months of retrospectively rationalizing and reinterpreting Analytic, its strategy 

process and its key framing concepts, IT middle managers saw opportunities to formulate new 
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DT strategies. Three middle managers, Jan Johansson, Liam Thompson, and Flemming 

Jorgensen, seized opportunities to independently formulate a strategy for bottom-up DT in the 

absence of a permanent CIO. Initially, they actively sought to signal distinctiveness and 

distance from Analytic by demarcating the new process of strategy formulation from past 

“failures” to garner support. Senior managers engaged in practices of reframing past strategic 

issues by introducing concepts such as Agility, differing from Analytic. They began investing 

Digital Transformation with new meaning and re-building its framing to contrast it with the 

concepts associated with the recent strategy process. However, they often simultaneously built 

framings drawing on past work and concepts by translating them into their work on new strategy 

proposals, thereby actively building continuity. Jan Johansson advanced his framing of how the 

new DT strategy should be different by rhetorically invoking “agile bleeding”: 

So we need to ask ourselves – how do we do something new? We need to 

stop the agile bleeding. We need to find out what components the platform 

should consist of. It is essential now, that we make it concrete between S&A, 

R&D, and IT. We have been talking about this for half a year, perhaps three-

quarters of a year (Jan Johansson, meeting obs.) 

The senior managers craved action and sought to continue the task they were previously given 

in Analytic, which was to build the BEM enterprise-wide DT platform, this time without the 

support of other departments or executive management. This window of opportunity spawned 

the DT-Base.  

The hope was that the acquisition had solved the previous challenges of sharing data and that 

stakeholders could start collaborating across departments, thus making it a more constructive 

environment for making and rolling out a new ambitious strategy proposal for DT. As one of 

the assigned enterprise architects explained, “R&D and IT have always been fighting for data. 

With the new acquisition … , it is much more clear what we are going for, and it has given 

BEM the final push over the edge (in forcing them to collaborate)” (Jenson Ward, ethnographic 
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int.). As the team started to reorganize for strategy work in the new DT-Base project, they 

expressed optimism and a sense of urgency. The senior managers sought to demarcate the DT-

Base from Analytic and to legitimize it, based more on the change in the political environment 

than on the content. Their point of departure was to finish the task they were originally given. 

Mike Brewer explained: 

The DT-Base is a way to acknowledge that now is the time and that there is 

a potential for synergies across the three organizations (IT, S&A, and R&D). 

It is three IT organizations raising a flag, and saying that time is now to create 

that BEM roadmap for BEM capabilities … The context in the industry is 

different, and we are working in different directions. Let’s build digital for 

BEM. (Mike Brewer, meeting obs.)  

Framing practices, therefore, increasingly sought to bridge and mobilize support from other 

departments through a broad and inclusive framing similar to that of Analytic, but with 

increased emphasis on IT technical concepts. The DT-Base unfolded as a process of semi-

autonomous, bottom-up strategizing to sustain leeway. 

 

4.4. DT-Base strategy: Framing DT as “Cloud” 

The DT-Base was formalized with a responsible core project team consisting of Malcolm 

Lynch, Mike Brewer, and James Marshall. Their instructions were to frame a new DT strategy 

that could bridge the other departments to achieve buy-in, and effectively launch the DT-Base 

bottom-up.  

The team was tasked with developing the strategy proposal while referring to a steering 

committee of members from senior management. The project team was allowed to deploy 

various resources on strategizing, such as funding on external consultants and key internals 

involved elsewhere, etc. However, this merit of access to resources was unpopular within the 

IT department as resources were already fully allocated. James Marshall spoke of the 
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commotion: “Regarding resources, there has been some twitter, and people are saying that you 

(senior IT management) are launching this strategy and stealing our resources!” (James 

Marshall, meeting obs.). The internal resistance in IT was troublesome as the team worked 

under a time constraint. Malcolm Lynch invoked the concept of time pressure in the team as he 

established a deadline for delivering a strategy proposal for DT with buy-in from the entire 

BEM (two months): “so the aim before the summer holidays is that outcomes should be in place 

and that we have a shared strategy proposal as an argument for Digital Transformation for all 

of BEM” (Malcom Lynch, meeting obs.). The project team thus set out to swiftly strategize for 

DT under considerable time pressure. However, the steering committee perceived significant 

leeway in the absence of a CIO: “The absence of Jack has given us room to talk about these 

things. He always wanted the business case and was not willing to take risks” (Liam Thompson, 

ethnographic int.). 

As work commenced, the need from people in the steering committee to demarcate strategy 

formation under the DT-Base as different from previous strategies emerged. Malcolm Lynch 

actively demarcated the content and scope of this project from previous strategy work, thus 

adding distance from Analytic and building support for the new strategy and his role in it: “This 

is different from Analytic. We need to be focused on the old ways vs. the new ways. There has 

to be something new to becoming digital” (Malcolm Lynch, meeting obs.).While mobilizing 

framing practices to establish “a new start” in DT strategy, simultaneously, the middle 

managers in the DT-Base actively recycled and reframed selected elements from the previous 

strategy formulation process under Analytic. Jan Johansson now invested the established IT-

setup with terms like “slow” and “expensive,” in order to demarcate old from new, and justify 

the ambitions of the new DT-Base. 
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Additionally, involved practitioners began building and shaping new concepts to distinguish 

current strategy work from the previous strategy process and proposal. Peter Flemington argues 

for why Cloud will be a new key concept in the DT-Base: 

Now that we are becoming a data company, there are some things we need to 

have under control. It is extremely exciting that Cloud (technology) will 

become a driver for Legal. Usually, it is the other way around. (Peter 

Flemington, meeting obs.) 

Effort was invested in framing practices seeking to sell and legitimize the new strategy 

formulation to other departments, anticipating that buy-in from them would, in turn, secure 

support from top management. The steering committee also did this by framing how DT would 

enable the business to realize new opportunities through collaboration with the IT department. 

As in the case of Analytic, a cluster of old and new concepts and technologies, the DT-Base 

should entail, was under construction. For instance, the committee associated the DT-Base with 

improving the possibility of S&A winning “governmental tenders” through better “data quality” 

and improved “testing opportunities” for R&D with “digital twins.” Jan Johansson revealed the 

key selling points to be emphasized by the steering committee:  

(The) CFO, our CTO, and, ultimately, also our CEO (have to receive the 

strategy proposal), and we need to sell them this project – not on optimization 

in IT. I guess we can make optimizations for around 100 million here, which 

is fine. But, if we move the perspective to the rest of the organization, we are 

talking billions. (Jan Johansson, meeting obs.) 

As strategy work progressed, the project team became concerned with the content of the 

strategy proposal for the DT-Base. Over several revisions and meetings, the strategy appeared 

increasingly similar to that of Analytic. They voiced fears of repeating what they considered to 

be past mistakes. The project team began to question the steering committee on how the DT-

Base was different from Analytic. Reviewing key concepts and formulations, such as Big Data 

and increased data quality, in a DT-Base strategy proposal draft, Mike Brewer stated: “We have 

done it all before! I went through the draft and highlighted all the elements that were part of 
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Analytic. We need to be aware not to do the exact same thing again!” (Mike Brewer, meeting 

obs.). The steering committee returned to their initial framing that the acquisition had created a 

new situation for collaboration between R&D, S&A, and IT, and went on revising framings in 

a way that downplayed the criticism, and sought to unify and “accelerate” their dispersed 

efforts. In the following example from a meeting, Jan Johansson and Liam Thompson further 

try rhetorically to associate new concepts of speed and evidence-based decision making with 

past concepts to create continuity while clearly demarcating old from new.  

Jan Johansson: We should include the rhetorical questions: Should we be able 

to work fast? Should we be able to make decisions based on data? What then 

is our point of departure? This document should say that if we accelerate and 

join these things, we will gain from it. Instead of driving individual projects 

in all parts of the organization, the burning platform might as well be this. 

What we need is a shared conjoined plan.  

James Marshall: Yes, because I wondered what was different compared to 

what we have done previously ... But – it is the fact that we are collectively… 

Jan Johansson: Yes! If we can do it collectively, we have better bargaining 

power; we can clean up our application stack and do an overall cost reduction 

and so on ... 

Liam Thompson: The work done previously is not bad. The political arena is 

just different now. 

Jan Johansson: The climate … to make things grow has not been in place.  

Liam Thompson: But don’t throw away the old – use what you can! 

They combined demarcating and association framing practices to balance coherence and 

differentiation, thereby allowing them to build on existing work while still maintaining the 

notion of doing it differently. They were, therefore, able to nuance their framings, and seek to 

prevent the possible undesired effects of relying on just one practice. As initial opposition to 

the strategy proposal waned, work progressed, and the formulation of a written strategy took 

form. The document framed DT to resonate with the existing interests of R&D and S&A in 
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exploiting cloud technology by merging DT with cloud technology. Jan Johansson explained 

his intentions to merge Cloud and DT:  

So, how can we look at the fact that the business is using the word Cloud 

about something that is more than just, what should I say, the technical Cloud. 

… To a large extent, they use it as a synonym for that (agile ways of working), 

and that is what I would like to piggy bag on. (Jan Johansson, int.). 

However, by merging DT with Cloud, the involved IS strategists became uncertain of what the 

DT-Base was, now that it had become Cloud. Martin Hughes addressed the issue during a 

meeting: “Currently, there are different perspectives on what digital transformation is” (Martin 

Hughes, meeting obs.). Diverging framings made the project group and the steering group agree 

that: “we need a common language” (Martin Hughes, meeting obs.). Yet, there was an ongoing 

struggle over what this language should be. This struggle affected the scope of the strategy 

frame, as demonstrated in the following interaction: 

Stewart Fisher: What is the scope for it (the DT-Base)? Is it IT migrating to 

the Cloud or is it IT and R&D – what is it?  

Liam Thompson: It is a transformation and not Cloud! 

A tension emerged between how the project team progressed concerning the instructions 

handed to them by the steering committee. The project team tried to push the strategy forward 

and to concretize deals with other departments to evolve the DT strategy. They began 

challenging instructions from the steering group, as, for instance, expressed in an interaction 

with Malcolm Lynch: “This is safe! (The current strategy proposal draft) There is no smell from 

this cheese for sure! I hope that Jan has a little bit more ambition on our behalf.” (Malcolm 

Lynch, int.) The tensions increased, and the project team became unsure of how to progress 

with developing strategy for DT if they were prohibited from drawing on more resources and 

concretizing agreements with R&D and S&A. The following vignette from a log entry displays 

the competing interests and framings of how to move forward: 

Malcolm Lynch: (mumbling) I just feel that things are a bit loose…  
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Jan Johansson: Then you should ask questions! If you have something, then 

put it on the table. 

Malcolm Lynch: (sounding a little baffled while clearing his throat). Is it 

correct that we are going for the digital transformation to gain speed, and that 

we see Cloud as the solution to get services? 

Jan Johansson: This (The DT-Base) is an explorative base. It is a process of 

analysis we are in now, meaning that the frame is not set yet. You should also 

contribute – you have to chip in. Concerns are welcome, but they have to be 

grounded!  

Liam Thompson: We need to have a digital transformation within the next 

few years anyway (and) you can see Cloud as a synonym for digital 

transformation.  

Over time, the misalignments between the project team and the steering committee resulted in 

the sense of urgency being replaced by hesitation and the team starting to distance themselves 

from the strategy proposal. They began rearranging their work priorities and focusing their 

attention elsewhere. Eventually, it came to a standstill with an email from the steering 

committee stating that the series of weekly DT-Base meetings was terminated because the 

steering group would instead prioritize a more precise constellation of relevant people. This 

email brought the DT-Base to a formal conclusion. 

 

4.5.  (Re)framing under reorganizing for new strategy work  

As BEM prepared for the summer break that had previously served as deadline for the DT-

Base, the offices became increasingly deserted, and the previous sense of urgency and 

opportunism dissolved. Managers and IT specialists directed their attention to other projects 

while retrospectively reinterpreting the previous strategy episode and its framings of DT 

strategy. Therefore, multiple reinterpretations of the past strategy process subsequently 

emerged, operationalized by stakeholders from the DT-Base to transition into, and to justify, 
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their participation in upcoming strategy processes. Within the project team, Malcolm Lynch 

built a framing that downplayed his role and blamed James Marshall: 

We had a Skype meeting on the DT-Base just before we went on vacation, 

and the meeting was basically concerning the fact that James, well … It was 

James who did it … The involvement of the stakeholders had gone haywire. 

(Malcolm Lynch, int.).  

As Malcolm Lynch was part of the project group, he was under fire but used the above framing 

to denounce responsibility. James Marshall, however, did not share this view and invoked other 

explanations for why the strategy process stalled: 

Well, it is because we have the new CIO who just started. (He has) the first 

100 days of the presidential office opportunity, where he wants to get in and 

see what the strategy for the whole of IT is, and what it should be moving 

ahead for the next 1–3 years. … So, our job is to play our work into his, and 

that means that our digital focus – it is not on hold, but still in somewhat of a 

waiting position … (James Marshall, int.) 

Mike Brewer presented another active reinterpretation of the DT-Base and the IT department’s 

role in it as he repeated the message from the steering group. He stated that it was not the role 

of the IT department to dictate how the rest of the firm should work with DT processes:  

We are entering areas where we simply do not have any mandate in the 

business. Digital transformation in a business perspective must be driven by 

the business itself. We simply cannot do that for them. We can help, and 

inspire as we have done for a period now. (Mike Brewer, int.) 

Subsequently, the management secretary officially announced the new CIO, Stanley Cox. The 

announcement proclaimed the constitution of a new team that would work across departments 

solely within IT, detached from any of the existing units. A new framing was built as they were 

to challenge and rethink ways of working, and increase value-driven IT by focusing on 

customer needs. Stanley Cox avoided people from the senior management layer, and he chose 

a middle manager, Erik Svensson, to lead the team. He had not been involved in the DT-Base. 

Erik Svensson explained that his team would work with digitalization albeit not use the word 

“digital” in the project title: 
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One could feel that it is on purpose that we have steered clear of the word 

“digital” … it was on the table before I was involved. There, it was Digital 

Transformation of IT. But people were like… Some people might think that 

“digital” has become a diluted word, and it says so much without saying 

anything really. ... The purpose is to digitalize. Or, well, the purpose is to 

disrupt some of the ways we work today. It is to disrupt and to be critical 

toward existing structures and seeing if we can do it differently. (Erik 

Svensson, int.) 

DT was now actively invested with new meaning to distance past work on Analytic and The 

DT-Base. The framing catchphrases now described DT as disruption of existing ways of 

working while adding distance to concepts containing “digital.”  

 

4.6. LEAD-strategy: Framing DT as “Disruption”  

Stanley Cox named the new strategy process LEAD. He explained that it would comprise a 

semi-autonomous task force with financial, managerial, and product-specific competencies that 

could aid existing projects from the sideline and drive other new initiatives. Stanley Cox 

selected three other employees in IT; Jacob Corneliussen, Laurel Flemington, and Dennis 

Olson, to join Erik Svensson. They were freed up from their existing responsibilities in their 

respective departments and physically co-located. LEAD was circumscribed to strictly focus 

internally in IT to distinguish it from the previous efforts of selling strategy to S&A and R&D.  

The framing of DT with umbrella concepts, or as a business-oriented translation of Cloud, was 

discarded and now actively invoked to increase the distance between the previous and current 

process: “All (team members) have broader generic profiles and not specific technological foci” 

(Erik Svensson, meeting obs.). 

Top management, having appointed Stanley Cox as CIO, was eager to promote him as the 

correct choice and to give him the prerequisites for success. This was evident as the former 
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CIO, Jack Wright, did not usually speak on board meetings, but Stanley Cox was allowed to do 

this instantly. Mike Brewer explained: 

IT had its first-ever board presentation–BOARD! I mean not executive 

management, but board presentation. If Jack Wright had ever been there 

he’d… It wouldn’t have made any sense to invite him. I don’t think Jack 

Wright had ever participated in a board meeting! Stanley Cox pitched – I 

think he had 20 minutes, and they discussed for 40 minutes. (…) And he got 

concrete support from some of the other board members on a few of the 

agenda items. (Mike Brewer, int.) 

With this support, Stanley Cox had a mandate and could confidently launch LEAD to challenge 

established ways of working. In an interview, Erik Svensson explained how he considered the 

team’s role in relation to the existing organization, and he introduced examples of what he 

wanted to challenge arising from past strategy episodes: 

We see our job as challenging the existing ways of working, … in the time 

between Jack and Stanley (the DT-Base) there has been a lot of good ideas, 

but it was hard to work cross-functionally. So, our team can lift this because 

we are not part of a specific unit. (Erik Svensson, int.) 

As the team developed a shared understanding of their role, they proceeded to invite the rest of 

the IT department, for which they had been encouraged and mandated to make changes, to three 

meetings. These meetings served as a platform for questions from the established branches and 

as a way for the LEAD team to gain input for concretizing their work. During meetings, 

participants voiced skepticism and asked critical questions. Comments and questions showed 

that the new independent group reporting directly to the management layer above them 

unnerved most of the IT department. This was evident from the tone in the comments, for 

instance: “Great initiatives, but have you considered why you would fail?” (IS strategist, 

meeting obs.)  

The team had support, funding, projects, and novelty, so, initially, they did not take much notice 

of the opposition, but dissatisfaction in the IT department grew regarding the extraordinary 
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resources the team possessed. Standing in line for the coffee machine, Otis Jensen provided his 

view on the LEAD team to the ethnographer:  

The LEAD team!? – That’s not really… well, I should learn to keep my 

mouth shut. What they do are a lot of small changes. I mean, where is the 

transformation? Why would you let yourself be limited by how the situation 

is? Instead, you should wipe the slate clean and rethink it all. That is 

transformation! (Otis Jensen, ethnographic int.) 

Seemingly unaffected by the resistance, Stanley Cox communicated the significance of the new 

strategic team’s role in guiding other departments and contributing advice, while talking down 

the work on DT previously done in BEM: 

That is also one of my main points about digitalization. You have to be aware 

of what you call digital … BEM talks a lot about digital transformation, but 

if we are talking about transforming something, then someone will have to 

tell me what we are transforming to! (Stanley Cox, int.)  

The LEAD strategy team eventually became an established element of the IT department’s 

strategy processes. The team worked on disrupting the rest of BEM’s IT department for a year 

until the team was eventually dissolved. Erik Svensson was promoted to become a member of 

the IT department’s management, and other team members were tasked with finishing and 

supporting a project they had initiated by structuring BEM’s data in shared cloud technology. 

Enterprise architect Jacob Corneliussen expressed how it was to work through ongoing strategic 

change and constant framings and re-framings of what DT should entail: 

I have basically been doing the same thing out here for the past three years 

… The thing is with this and when you are talking about “digital 

transformation” if we want to call it that, is that it is a blue ocean. You never 

know when you are done. The other guys are working on a thing, and when 

that thing – that looks like another thing we have already built – is finished, 

we move on. (Jacob Corneliussen, ethnographic int.) 

The findings, in this vein, show how strategizing for DT unfolds over time as an ongoing 

process of (re)framing recent and emergent strategies. Strategists enter and leave the ongoing 

work of strategizing, advancing specific elements, reframing them, and mobilizing support 

while negotiating individual and departmental roles.
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5. DISCUSSION  

This article asked how framing as a social practice is involved and accomplished in strategizing 

under ongoing change. Over the preceding pages, we engaged a practice–theoretical lens in the 

study of how actual practice of framing strategic issues and challenges shape ongoing strategy 

formation. Contributions are consequently made along different lines of research, thus adding 

to the theorization of the activity and the dynamics of framing, which are relatively 

underspecified (Klein & Amis, In press).  

First, the ethnography demonstrates how framing in shaping ongoing strategy formation for DT 

is characterized by agency that has iterative, practical–evaluative, and projective dimensions. 

Hence, the IS strategists continuously mobilize framing practices that reach back and forth in 

time over multiple, consecutive episodes (see Figure 1). Framing concepts and processes 

involved in strategy work on previous strategies were constantly reinterpreted in strategy work 

on new proposals, in participants’ efforts to shape, justify, and attribute meaning to new framing 

concepts, to build support for ongoing strategy processes, or to include/exclude actors from 

participation in them. Recent Research shows that CEOs combine different temporal foci that 

affect strategic change outcomes (Back, Rosing, Dickler, Kraft, & Bausch, 2020). We 

complement such observations with a practice-theoretic analysis of not only practitioners’ foci 

of attention, but the work practices and dynamics involved in constantly (re)constructing 

strategic pasts and prospects in the practice of strategy.   
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Figure 1: Process of enacted iterative and prospective agency through framing practices 

across strategy episodes and their predominant situations of occurrence 

 

 

The analysis uncovers different dynamics and practices of framing strategy under ongoing 

formation. It demonstrates how IS strategists constantly seek to demarcate strategy under 

ongoing formulation by reinterpreting past processes and framing resources while recycling 

past framing resources in new work in order to accomplish desired effects in the ongoing flow 

of (re-)strategizing. These effects include (de)legitimizing participants, their work, and 

associated key concepts or their department, expanding their strategic mandate or that of the 

department in the firm, building common ground, mobilizing resources and support for strategy 
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elements, among others. Often, practitioners combined practices of translating elements of 

recent strategy processes into new strategies with distancing practices, thus potentially 

counteracting possible adverse effects of resorting to one type of practice. In this vein, a practice 

lens also sheds light on how the practice of calibrating framings is socially situated in that 

practitioners often engage and shape framing concepts relationally in interaction with multiple 

other actors to shape their inclusion and mobilization within and across departments, to further 

their positions and strategic influence or that of their department.  

Second, much literature on DT strategy portrays strategy as a relatively linear, episodic process 

of formulating and then executing a single grand and long-term strategy plan for transformation, 

going through predetermined phases (Sebastian et al., 2017; Weill & Woerner, 2015). 

Publications on DT strategy furthermore often tend to concentrate on the ostensive aspects of 

digitalization strategies (Porter & Heppelmann, 2014; Westerman & Bonnet, 2015) and 

projective agency. Such analytical emphasis provides fewer insights into the performance of IS 

practitioners as they engage in strategizing for DT in a complex organizational reality in the 

here and now; how they use tools or discursive resources in practice; how they reorganize 

strategy work in situations of unanticipated events, and how they forge alliances to accomplish 

immediate effects in strategy processes. Furthermore, DT strategies are quite often 

conceptualized in rather simplified normative frameworks (Westerman et al., 2014). However, 

when we ethnographically dive into the details of strategy work for DT, as it is actually 

performed by IS strategists, strategizing for DT seems to consist of multiple, interwoven 

processes with variable directionality and shifting constellations of actors who enter and exit 

them. Framing activities, and DT strategy processes more generally, weave into each other in 

complex ways and do not share a resemblance with a single linear process through time. This 

also implies that framing efforts during a seemingly distinct strategy episode in this process of 
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ongoing re-strategizing for DT should not be understood in isolation. Indeed, we find that 

practitioners in the ongoing flux of strategy praxis instantiates what on the surface appear to be 

distinct episodes. 

Third, instead of considering framing in strategy work as activity that either leads to a decision 

or a deferred decision, as when perhaps considering singular instances of strategy (Kaplan, 

2008), analysis across multiple processes of formulating strategies reveals that even deferred 

framings may reemerge in a later strategy formulation process. Most of the framings and 

framing resources from Analytic were re-invoked to calibrate frames of reference for 

subsequent strategies, either as an educational reminder of what not to do or as something the 

IS strategists with organizational knowledge were capable of tapping into and reusing. The 

accomplishment of strategy, or change of strategic action, thereby also takes its point of 

departure from discarded or failed framings. 

In addition to this study’s theoretical contributions, it also offers practical implications for those 

professionals working with accomplishing strategizing for DT. As DT is often associated with 

speed of execution and the risk of disruption, many solution providers offer heuristic silver 

bullets and five-step quick fixes that promise successful digital transformations in short time 

spans. The case of BEM has shown that accomplishing DT strategizing is a multi-iterative 

effort, and one that is imbued with complexity from multiple actors and agendas. As such, large 

scale DT initiatives take time, perseverance, and commitment from multiple stakeholders. 

Considering this, practitioners should embrace and accept the ongoing change, and use 

framings to mobilize stratezing evaluatively and complement projected visions of what DT is 

going to be like, which may have to be revised multiple times.  
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5.1. Limitations and future research 

While this study covers three overall strategy initiatives for DT in depth, the first author was 

also exposed to other initiatives during the data collection in the field. The three initiatives were 

thus selected on behalf of others because they sparked immediate interest through the way 

framings of DT were a key element in them respectively. While prioritizing and adjusting focus 

is a prerequisite for ethnographic research, it also limits this study to data collected within the 

strategy initiatives of Analytic, DT-Base, and LEAD and in particular to data from within the 

IT department of BEM. Consequently, it does not capture how framings from outside the 

boundaries of the IT department emerge and find their way in and out of the strategizing 

processes, and whether other departments such as Marketing, Manufacturing etc. work with the 

framings of DT in other general patterns. Still, we argue for the relevance of our findings to 

similar groups of professionals working with DT; however future studies could spread out data 

collection in an effort to put particular emphasis on how framings travel across departments, 

and how this influences the strategizing process in a broader perspective.  
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6. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In summary, in this article, we cast new light on how IS practitioners constantly engage and 

combine (re)framing practices to shape ongoing DT strategy formation in a complex 

organizational context characterized by a lack of stability. A practice-theoretic perspective 

holds potential to advance understanding of framing as activity that constantly reconfigures 

frames of reference for the ongoing becoming of strategy. Further research may look more into 

practices of reframing strategy in situations of constant change. This concerns not merely the 

establishment of a frame of reference for a projected, singular strategic change. Moreover, this 

study focused on complex processes and practices of strategizing for DT occurring within a 

department. We encourage more practice-based research on how such ongoing dynamics and 

agency in strategizing for DT are distributed and interact across multiple sites of an 

organization.    
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How do clients manage external expertise in strategy-making? This question poses a challenge 

to numerous large corporations who employ highly specialized consultants at various levels and 

areas to help them strategize. While existing literature tends to focus on the consultancy side of 

the consultant-client relationship, how clients manage consultants through their everyday 

practices remains neglected. Building on a practice perspective, we address this lack of research 

by investigating how the client, through what we articulate as participation tests, manages the 

external consultant’s participation in strategizing. Empirically, we draw on a one-and-half-year 

ethnographic study conducted in a large global manufacturing company, BEM. We theorize 

three participation tests that were embedded in the everyday practice of the client’s management 

of consultants. These include introducing competition, scrutinizing consultants’ work, and 

regulating the availability of information and physical access. The paper makes two main 

contributions. First, it contributes to the existing literature on the consultant-client relationship 

by proposing that participation tests are catalytic for the accomplishment of strategizing with 

external actors. Second, the findings problematize considering the client as either active or 

passive when engaging consultants. The client’s everyday testing of the consultant is ongoing 

and consequential in comprising the consultants’ authority as opposed to a general 

understanding of consultants as those who rationalize organizations. This understanding 

ascribes greater agency to the client than previously considered, and has implications for how 

to consider the role of clients in consulting engagements.  
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Strategizing; clients and consultants; practice and process; digital transformation; ethnography  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

When organizations pursue strategic change, organizational outsiders, such as management 

consultants, often participate (Laine & Vaara, 2015; Skovgaard-Smith, Soekijad, & Down, 

2019). Management consultants have been portrayed as “externalized management” (Ruef, 

2002) and considered strategic “professionals” (Whittington, Cailluet, & Yakis-Douglas, 2011) 

or “strategic planning champions” (Nordqvist & Melin, 2008) who work as critical “carriers” 

or “brokers” of strategic practices and novel knowledge to receptive clients (Waisberg & 

Nelson, 2018; Whittington, 2006). However, the consultant’s role is not uncontroversial. 

Consultants are often criticized for being overtly expensive and guilty of recycling esoteric 

knowledge, while clients have often been considered victims of empty rhetoric (Sturdy & 

Wright, 2011) as they struggle to make consultants accountable for their deliveries (Susskind 

& Susskind, 2015). Indeed, management consulting is argued to be politically tainted, and 

researchers have highlighted the power relations at stake in consultant-client collaborations 

(Levina & Orlikowski, 2009). Prior literature has thus argued that the client play an active role 

in managing the consultant-client relationship (Hislop, 2002; Sturdy & Wright, 2011); however, 

how consultants are managed by the client remains undertheorized.  

Most studies of consultant-client relationships theorize from the consultant’s perspective, with 

a focus on how organizational issues are controlled by consultants (Bourgoin, Bencherki, & 

Faraj, 2019; Kornberger & Clegg, 2011). Furthermore, they highlight how “image management 

tactics” (Vough, Cardador, Bednar, Dane, & Pratt, 2013: 1055) or “impression management” 

is deployed by consultants to resonate client needs (Bourgoin & Harvey, 2018). This literature 

does provide important insights into how consultancy work is often contested by the client 

(Bourgoin et al., 2019), and portrays consultancy as an insecure business that is likely to over-

promise and deploy excess resources to deliver little or no results (O’Mahoney & Sturdy, 2016; 
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Sturdy, 1997). However, this one-sided focus on consulting is limiting, given that it does not 

ask of the client’s role in evaluating the management consultants’ work, and neglects to address 

how consulting engagements often fail or yield unanticipated outcomes (Mosonyi, Empson, & 

Gond, 2020). This is a critical shortcoming, not least because ‘consultants only exist in relation 

to clients’ (Hislop, 2002: 657). Neglecting the client side or treating the participation of 

consultants as a “non-issue” (Laine & Vaara, 2015) means that we miss how the client shapes, 

impedes, or enables the participation and influence of the consultant on strategic matters of 

concern (Bort & Kieser, 2020; Fincham, 2012; Sturdy & Wright, 2011; Wright, Paroutis, & 

Blettner, 2013).  

Thenceforth, we still need genuine accounts from organizations’ engine rooms that display 

clients’ behaviors and their agency as they manage consultants’ access and thereby authority 

(Bort & Kieser, 2020; Sturdy, Werr, & Buono, 2009). In this paper, we focus on how 

consultants participate in strategy making and how this participation is regulated by the client; 

in doing so, we pose the following research question: 

 How do clients engage practices for managing the participation of management 

consultants in strategizing? 

To address this question empirically, the first author conducted a one-and-a-half year 

ethnographic study in the IT department of a large global manufacturing company, (BEM), who 

are concerned with developing physical solutions for grand challenges (George, Howard - 

Grenville, Joshi, & Tihanyi, 2016). The first author’s data collection revealed that digital 

transformation (DT) was expected to be a “game changer”, and was a critical strategic focus 

for them. BEM therefore launched multiple DT initiatives, during which they discovered the 

need to internalize external knowledge and competencies through consultants (Kröger & 

Teuteberg, 2016). BEM’s IT department conferred with consultants throughout the data 
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collection process. Therefore, BEM offers a relevant context for studying how clients engage 

consultants in strategizing. 

Given that we focus mainly on the client, we are conscious of the inherent risks of telling a one-

sided story; however, we do not ignore consultants, because we acknowledge the agentic 

relevance of all actors in the client-consultant relationship (Alvesson, Kärreman, Sturdy, & 

Handley, 2009; Matthias & Timothy, 2012; Mosonyi, Empson, & Gond, 2020). Nonetheless, 

the client angle remains underexposed (Sturdy & Wright, 2011; Waisberg & Nelson, 2018), 

and we agree with Hislop (2002: 668) that studies with emphasis on the clients’ role are justified 

“simply to increase awareness of the dangers of neglecting this role” in shaping consultancy 

relations.  

Theoretically, we approach our question through an economies-of-worth-inspired practice 

perspective, with a focus on how clients manage consultants through practical engagements 

(Schatzki, 2002; Vaara & Whittington, 2012). Thus, in conceptualizing strategy work to entail 

the actions and interactions between consultants, middle managers, top managers, etc., we 

investigate ‘how people do strategy” (Jarzabkowski, 2005: 7). 

By adopting the client’s perspective and showing how daily practices may organize consultants 

with more or less anticipated performative effects, we contribute to the expanding literature on 

management consulting and its call for studies nuancing the dynamics of ‘inclusion and 

exclusion or absence and presence in client relations’ (Sturdy et al., 2009, p. 250), along with 

an investigation of how clients shape the work of consultants (Waisberg & Nelson, 2018). 

Moreover, through our ethnographic stance, we respond to calls for moving beyond interview-

based studies of client practice (Sturdy & Wright, 2011). Additionally, by exposing how clients 

critically assess and shape the conditions of consultants’ participation in strategy making, we 

respond to calls within strategy-as-practice for a better understanding of how actors, such as 
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consultants, come to “influence strategy-making” (Hautz, Seidl, & Whittington, 2017; Laine & 

Vaara, 2015, p. 624; Whittington et al., 2011) and the importance of considering the “evaluative 

and critical practices that underlie the making of strategy” (Gond et al., 2015). Finally, 

considering that companies often rely on externally sourced capabilities and competencies 

provided by consultants, we provide valuable insights into an issue with high practical 

resonance (MacEachen, Polzer, & Clarke, 2008). Consultants are often considered as those 

having agency - hence, the ones who are doing either a good or a bad job. We point at the 

consequential practices of the agentic client in shaping this job. By considering the agency of 

the client as implicated in the responsibility for consultants’ work, we show that strategizing 

cannot simply be ascribed to the consultant’s performance, but becomes as a relational 

accomplishment.  

The following section explains the theoretical background of consultants and strategy as 

practice in this paper. In accordance with this, we explain our ethnographic methodology and 

data. The paper further presents how clients manage the participation of consultants in 

strategizing. In the final section, we discuss our findings and explicate how this study adds to 

extant research.  
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2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

2.1. Management consultants and clients’ authority in strategy work 

Scholars have often considered management consultants as significant actors in shaping 

strategy, depicting consultants as professional strategists working full time on strategic matters 

(Whittington, 2019; Whittington et al., 2011). Although the consultant-client relationship is 

considered to be undertheorized within strategy research (Whittington, 2019), many other 

streams of literature have contributed to understanding this relationship (Mosonyi et al., 2020) 

and pointed out the contested character of consultants’ involvement in strategy and 

organizational activities (e.g. Levina & Orlikowski, 2009; Levina & Vaast, 2005). In their study 

of consultants and strategy making, Levina and Orlikowski (2009) show how different 

resources are deployed by consultants and their clients, emphasizing how settling participants’ 

roles in joint projects involves ‘renegotiating power relations’ (p. 673). The consultant-client 

relationship is often presented as imbued with power struggles (Knight, Paroutis, & Heracleous, 

2018; Mosonyi et al., 2020), and the participation of management consultants in strategic 

matters is rarely a non-issue but continuously examined by the client (Laine & Vaara, 2015). 

Indeed, as Susskind and Susskind (2015) note, clients are likely to complain about the costs of 

professional services, and consultants are often considered to be ‘inefficient in their working 

methods and not managed tightly enough’ (Susskind & Susskind, 2015, p. 207-208). Overall, 

we found that a consultant-sided focus has dominated the literature on the consultant-client 

relationship whereas the client-side has been marginalized, specifically from a practice 

perspective.  

The consultant-sided literature on the consultant-client relationship focuses specifically on how 

consultants respond to client action (Mosonyi, Empson & Gond, (2020). Management 

consulting is considered a precarious professional practice requiring a particular competence 
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when entering new settings (Laine & Vaara, 2015; Skovgaard-Smith et al., 2019; Sturdy & 

Wright, 2011). For example, Bourgoin and Harvey (2018) describe how consultants navigate 

unknown territory whilst having to signal their credibility and expertise. In this vein, Nordqvist 

and Melin (2008) suggest that consultants need to develop competences beyond technical 

planning or expertise to handle client pushback. Cultivating specific sensitivities by fostering 

dialogue and creatively adjusting for local norms, values, interests, and concerns are critical, 

they argue. Similarly, Waisberg and Nelson (2018) illustrate how consultants adapt their advice 

from one context to another in order to foster successful engagement. Although this literature 

provides important insights into management consulting and how mismatches between 

consultants and clients may result in breakdowns, the client’s role in managing the consultants 

participation in strategic matters remains only scarcely explored. Hence, the agency of the client 

risks being muted (Clark & Fincham, 2001; Sturdy & Wright, 2011). In their recent review, 

Mosonyi, Empson & Gond (2020) even note how this creates a distorted image of the 

‘influencing interface’ (p. 141) between consultants and clients.  

Clients evidently play an important role in managing the outcome of consultants’ work (Wright 

et al., 2013) given that they often challenge the legitimacy and authority of consultants 

(Bourgoin et al., 2019; Elmholdt, 2016). As a way to problematize early considerations of the 

client as largely passive recipients of management fashion (e.g. Clark, 1995), studies have 

started to explore the client role (Sturdy & Wright, 2011). In one of the few client-sided studies, 

Hislop (2002) explores the activity of clients by studying the role of consultants in the 

implementation of new enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems. Hislop (2002) finds that 

when the client was involved in the implementation of the consulting process, a more 

customized solution was generated, suggesting that the activity of the client is highly 

consequential to the outcome of the consulting process. In contrast, when the consultant was 
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given a large degree of power and autonomy in the appropriation process, a more standardized 

solution, requiring more organizational change and less technological modification, was 

offered. Hislop (2002) points out that client activity involves various activities, and is likely to 

vary across the process. For example, the client may have an active role in negotiating and 

selecting the consultant in the first place, but may become less active when working towards 

identifying and developing a solution (p. 664). Building on this, Sturdy and Wright (2011) note 

how the client performs an important boundary-spanning role. The client may vary from a 

“gatekeeper”, being skeptical towards the participation of the consultant, towards acting in a 

“brokering” role that mediate between internal and external expertise, and even act as a 

“partner” to the consultant, thus becoming a co-producer of knowledge.  

In sum, these different perspectives provide an understanding of the client-consultant 

relationship as imbued with power struggles. Despite this, it is rarely studied how the client 

manages or challenge consultants’ participation through everyday practices. To paraphrase, 

prior studies mainly show that the client has an important role to play, but neglect to consider 

how, and through which practices they manage consultants (see also Sturdy & Wright, 2011: 

500). Exploring this entails a shift towards studying the actual practices that clients engage in 

when working with consultants.  

 

2.2.  Towards a participation test perspective on the consultant-client relationship  

A practice perspective enables the consultant-client relationship to be understood as a nexus of 

practices (Nicolini, 2013). Consultants and their internal counterparts become (strategy) 

practitioners engaged in a diversity of practices (Balogun, Beech, & Johnson, 2015; 

Jarzabkowski, Balogun, & Seidl, 2007; Vaara & Whittington, 2012) and consultants may be 

considered peripheral and temporal participants in the client’s everyday organizational practice 
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(Nicolini, 2013). Who is included or excluded from participating in strategizing, and by which 

practices, becomes a critical question from a practice perspective (Laine & Vaara, 2015; 

Mantere & Vaara, 2008). This approach allows us to consider not only the role of consultants 

and clients, in accordance with prior literature, but practices as the site of organization and 

strategy. Moreover, this approach sensitizes us to the different obligations and values at stake 

in the nexus of consultant-client practice (Schatzki, 2002). When considering how consultants’ 

participation in strategizing is actively managed by clients, a sensitivity towards these diverse 

obligations may nuance our understanding of how this is actually done (Levina & Orlikowski, 

2009; Mosonyi et al., 2020; Waisberg & Nelson, 2018).  

To advance the practice perspective on how clients manage the participation of external 

consultants, we draw on the notion of ‘tests’ as developed within the economies-of-worth 

literature (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006). Consistent with a practice perspective, the literature 

on economies of worth considers organizational practice to be imbued with conflicting values 

or orders of worth, which practitioners use to comprehend or assess their own and others’ 

behavior (Thévenot, 2007). Applying this approach, we may consider clients as evaluators of 

the strategic advice from consultants (Gond, Leca, & Cloutier, 2015). Specifically, we may 

consider the ways clients question management consultants as composed of a series of ‘tests’ 

that expose conflicting values (Dansou & Langley, 2012; Gond et al., 2015). Tests do not 

necessarily take place through a formal assessment (e.g., an exam): rather, we suggest that tests 

should be considered as embedded in everyday practices. As Gond et al. (2015) note, ‘tests are 

not necessarily done explicitly, but are reflected in the rhetorical arguments that one actor might 

address to another in an effort to convince the other that he/she is ‘right’ (p. 206)’. To paraphrase 

Gond et al. (2015), tests are continuously conducted through communicative practices, and may 

revolve around, for instance, competitiveness, competence, or adaptability. The strength of 
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actors’ arguments and work are thus subject to ongoing consideration or evaluation through 

tests. By doing so, the worth of a particular kind of work or advice is assessed (Boltanski & 

Chiapello, 2005; Latour, 1987). A test may be considered to expose ‘a differential between 

what should be and what is” (Boltanski, 2011: 106), and if the desired criteria are not met, a 

different course of direction may be needed (Gond et al., 2015). Such an approach implies a 

focus on how consultants’ work is considered by the client and how the client is continuously 

engaged in testing the consultant. 
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3.  METHOD 

Our methodological approach for exploring how clients manage the participation of consultants 

in situ follows an ethnographic ambition of producing views from within (Atkinson, 2015). 

Ethnography produces detailed experienced accounts of what strategizing entails as it happens 

in praxis (Whittington, Molloy, Mayer, & Smith, 2006). This has allowed for an ongoing 

investigation of “what is actually there” and “how things work” (Watson, 2010), creating the 

foundation for a nuanced and rigorous analysis. In particular, we strive to produce detailed 

descriptions of the clients’ practices and their approach to engaging consultants. Our 

ethnographic stance is aligned with our practice-based ontology (Golsorkhi, Rouleau, Seidl, & 

Vaara, 2015) because it is an ideal methodology for capturing actors’ doings and sayings 

(Schatzki, 2002) as they unfold when clients subject consultants to different kinds of tests 

(Gond et al., 2015). The first author conducted the fieldwork, which took place across a one-

and-half year period. During this time, he gained the confidence of actors and, through this, 

became an integrated part of the daily work. This allowed for close and involved access as he, 

over time, became a taken-for-granted participator in meetings, projects, and social events (Van 

Maanen, 2011).  

 

3.1. Research setting 

The data for this study was collected within the IT department of a large global manufacturing 

company, named BEM. Like all names, places and date identifiers in this paper BEM, is a 

pseudonym. Corporate management in BEM paid ongoing attention to DT because they 

anticipated digitalization as becoming a key strategic firm-wide differentiator, that would 

enable them to tap in to new business opportunities and rethink existing ways of working 
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(Wessel et al. 2020). This resulted in an ongoing string of strategy initiatives for DT, and 

because of the nature of DT with fast-paced deliveries and constant adjustments (Brynjolfsson 

& McAfee, 2014), all initiatives relied heavily on the management consultants’ knowledge and 

expertise. During a meeting, a senior manager articulated the strategic intention of allowing 

management consultants to participate in forthcoming strategy work: 

This journey (the ongoing pursuit for DT) has until now established a technical 

foundation, as well as a number of successful pilots. However, we need to take the 

next step and speed up our ability to support BEM’s future requirements of 

performing a digital transformation. We have decided to partner up more closely 

with Consultech (consultancy) to advice, design, deliver and operate our services 

in this area. (Jan Johansson, meeting obs.) 

 

Although the first author commenced examining BEM with an overall focus on how strategy 

for DT emerged generally, the significant role of external management consultants in 

accomplishing strategy for DT quickly stood out. Some constellations were large-scale 

initiatives, e.g. work on ERP-systems and enterprise-wide cloud solutions, that involved 

massive amounts of attention and focus from various specialized teams of external consultants, 

while others involved as little as one external consultant incorporated into a team of only three 

other people: these smaller-scale initiatives included projects on optimizing meeting efficiency, 

introductions to specific technologies or project management tools, etc. Often, the collaboration 

was praised and the benefits and mutual gains explicated. However, by observing and listening 

to what clients said and did as they engaged consultants, it became apparent that the relationship 

was vastly more complex and generally underpinned by skepticism. A specialist from R&D 

provided his view on consultants: ‘I am very skeptical towards all external (consultants on a 

specific technology). They can all spot welt under water when it comes down to it. And they 

know that if they land this, they will have a contract for the next 15 years!’ (Stewart Fisher, 

meeting obs.).  
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The consultants engaged by BEM were assigned expert tasks (Schein, 1978), and acted as 

professional external strategists alongside their internal counterparts (Whittington et al., 2011). 

Largely, we saw that consultants would contribute work in two different domains: (1) strategic 

analysis and (2) technical deliveries. The first would entail providing input for developing and 

utilizing technologies such as Machine Learning and Cloud, along with obtaining external 

perspectives and analyses on BEM’s general strategic prioritizations, organizational setup, 

technology bets, etc. The second involved the contribution of technical deliveries i.e. off-the-

shelf add-ins to existing ERP solutions, or a designated programmer coding a customized 

extension of a program. Although the two differed in terms of their final delivery, this study 

focuses on how clients manage consultants’ participation in strategizing, which is why we do 

not discriminate between the two domains in our findings. Our focus is not on what the 

consultant delivers, but on how the client facilitates the process leading to it.  

 

3.2. Consultancies 

In total, the data collection has intercepted 11 different consultancies, which are all presented 

in Table 1 below. All of them have participated in strategy work, but to varying degrees. When 

the use of a given consultancy was frequent, the consultants operated on multiple tasks 

simultaneously, and continuously participated in some part of the IT department. When the 

consultancy was engaged occasionally, the clients often considered them because they were an 

established name in BEM and had a proven record of several collaborations. The occasionally 

used consultants were used less than those frequently used, but nonetheless were engaged on a 

reoccurring basis. The ones rarely used were often small start-up like services who were invited 

to participate on small and ad-hoc assignments, or simply too large and expensive for BEM to 

use them a lot. As the consultancies participating in strategizing for DT at BEM mostly offered 
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services such as external analyses, benchmarking, and suggestions for new promising 

technologies, Consultech, ESOB, and Solutionize extended their services to also deliver the 

recommended software and/or hardware solutions. 
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Table 1: Characteristics of consultants and their use by BEM 

Name Age Size 
Product  

Provider 
Engagement 

Typical  

assignments 

Consultech Old Large Yes Frequent 

Providing package-deal 

technological and organizational 

solutions as consultant-client 

setups and through partnerships 

Ritzy Old Large No Frequent 

Providing package-deal solutions 

on change management and 

software development, including 

labor 

Maximizer New Medium No Rare 

Providing reports and analyses on 

digital technologies and 

implementations 

Input-consult Medium Large No Frequent 

Providing reports and analyses on 

digital technologies and 

implementations 

IT-advise Medium Medium No Occasional  

Providing reports and analyses on 

digital technologies and 

implementations 

ESOB Old Large Yes Frequent 

Providing package-deal 

technological and organizational 

solutions as consultant-client 

setups and through partnerships 

Impact factory New Small No Rare 
Providing reports on daily work 

optimization 

Solutionize Old Large Yes Frequent 

Providing reports and labor on 

business optimization and IT 

support 

Co-Consult Old Large No Rare 

Providing reports on business 

optimization and advising on IT 

purchases 

CH4NG3 Medium Large No Occasional 

Providing reports on business 

optimization and advising on IT 

purchases 

Algorithmic Medium Large No Frequent 

Providing reports on new digital 

solutions and performing assessments 

of maturity levels, strategy 

alignments, etc. 
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3.3. Data collection 

The dataset comprises four different sources of methodically collected data that, when 

accumulated, serve as the foundation for our findings, as well as contextualization of strategy 

episodes involving consultants. The first author invested 800 hours observing daily office work, 

strategy away-days, and interactions in spaces such as the parking lot, canteen, and reception. 

He attended 76 strategy meetings, many of which directly or indirectly concerned the 

interactions with consultants. He furthermore conducted 52 interviews, of which 23 were 

formal semi-structured and 29 were ethnographic interviews. Finally, during the time spent at 

BEM, he had access to 1300 emails from corporate-, departmental-, group-, and individual 

levels, along with 3000 documents in the form of PowerPoint presentations, news articles etc. 

The role of the different data is elaborated below.  

 

3.3.1. Observations: 

 In total, the first author gathered 800 hours of observational data over 100 days in the field. 

Although the consultants were present during the entire period, not all of the observations were 

on the role of the consultants. As such, some of the observations provide more of a contextual 

backdrop to guide our interpretation of the data. Inspired by Sturdy, Wright, and Wylie (2014) 

the first author was sensitive towards how the external consultants were being managed by the 

client, and how the clients acted as boundary spanners and important intermediaries to the 

external consultants (p. 118). Observations on the use of management consulting focused on 

how consultants and clients interacted, and how the client included or excluded consultants in 

strategy work. A typical scene for observation would be sitting among internal strategists in the 

open offices, interacting with them over lunch in the canteen, or participating and writing 

minutes in meetings. The first author participated in 76 strategy meetings of various forms. 



   

111 

 

Meetings varied from large-scale setups in auditoriums with employees from across BEM, to 

small one-on-ones in private booths. Most meetings were weekly meetings with project teams 

engaging external consultants to gain insights and release products based on the consultants’ 

input and analysis. Furthermore, the first author joined BEM in some meetings off site at 

external consultants’ offices. To document observations, the first author made meticulous log 

entries in a physical notebook, and wrote these up as field notes at the first given opportunity 

(Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995; Jarzabkowski, Bednarek, & Lê, 2014). The field notes included 

verbatim conversations, physical contextualization, and descriptions of sentiments and moods.  

 

3.3.1. Interviews: 

A number of people were observed and interviewed at all levels of the IT organization, because 

the sampling targeted multiple roles and multiple levels. Specifically, actors that worked on DT 

strategies and relied on consultants in their work were observed. All informants had participated 

in a strategy initiative or process that the first author was allowed to follow. Table 2 provides 

an overview of all informants. Inspired by previous ethnographies within strategy-as-practice 

research, the interviews aimed to incite the informants to reflect on their doings and sayings, 

and to elaborate on their intentions and the expected outcomes of their actions (Jarzabkowski 

& Bednarek, 2018). Out of a total of 52 interviews, 23 were semi-structured and 29 

ethnographic. In addition to the interviews, the first author engaged in a large number of 

informal conversations throughout BEM. The semi-structured interviews were appropriate for 

detailed inquiries into specific matters of how the consultants were exposed to different kinds 

of tests (Brinkann & Kvale, 2018), and the iterative interview guide was continuously revised 

to address the changing dynamics as events unfolded. The 29 ethnographic interviews served 

to reach relevant informants who were otherwise difficult to attract (Spradley, 1979); these 
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involved, for example, running into a senior manager on the way to lunch with a specific set of 

questions in mind, and conducting the interview over lunch.  
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Table 2: Interviews and Meetings 

Informants Position Department Formal Ethnographic Total Meetings  

Jacob Corneliussen Enterprise Architect IT 3 - 3 29 

Malcolm Lynch Enterprise Architect IT 1 1 2 16 

Anthony Sullivan Enterprise Architect IT - 1 1 - 

Jenson Ward Enterprise Architect IT - 2 2 - 

Maximillian 

Crawford Enterprise Architect IT - 1 
1 - 

Stanley Cox Head of IT IT 1 - 1 1 

Jack Wright Head of IT IT - - - 1 

Alan Perry  Head of S&A  S&A - - - 2 

Erik Svensson Middle manager IT 3 - 3 31 

Michael Erikson Middle manager IT 1 - 1 - 

John Hart Middle manager IT 1 - 1 - 

Otis Jensen Middle manager IT 1 2 3 - 

Eliza Marvel Middle manager IT - - - 1 

Abigail Armstrong Programmer IT 1 3 4 - 

Henrik Porter Programmer IT - 4 4 - 

Billy Simmons Project manager IT - 1 1 - 

James Marshall Project manager IT 2 1 3 16 

Fleming Soerensen Senior IT IT - - - 7 

Jan Johansson Senior manager IT 2 2 4 10 

Martin Hughes Senior manager IT 1 - 1 7 

Peter Flemington Middle manager IT - - - 7 

Liam Thompson Senior manager IT - 1 1 7 

Mike Brewer Senior Specialist IT 3 1 4 9 

William Robinson Specialist IT 1 - 1 4 

Dennis Olson Specialist IT 1 2 3 29 

Laurel Flemington Specialist IT 1 1 2 27 

Karen Baker Specialist IT - 3 3 3 

Stewart Fisher Specialist R&D - - - 2 

Daniel Morrison Specialist R&D - - - 2 

Alicia Knight Student worker IT - 2 2 - 

Total     23 28 51 (76) 
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3.3.2. Field documents: 

 As a final source of recording rich data that would enable thick descriptions in the analysis 

(Geertz, 1973) the first author had access to various field documents, including PowerPoint 

presentations from both BEM and external consultants, internally developed strategy proposals, 

and emails. These documents comprise extensive material: although not all of it was relevant 

to this study, it allowed for contextualization of episodes and thus an understanding of actions 

and interactions in sequence. In order not to suffer a ‘death by data asphyxiation’ (Pettigrew, 

1990: 281), we use select documents and consider the total corpus as having a supplementary 

role in the analysis.  

 

3.4. Data Analysis 

Our analysis followed an inductive approach, which, according to Strauss (1987: 12), involves 

a pragmatic use of experience to qualify empirical observations and develop theoretical hunches 

from the ground. In turn, the research process has iterated between writing case narratives, 

coding data, and reading additional literature (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The first step in 

analyzing data began already in the field as the first author wrote analytical notes alongside 

field notes. Eventually, the first author wrote case narratives consisting of descriptive texts 

focusing on a specific practice or dynamic that sparked apparent interest during this early stage.  

Writing case narratives is a way of organizing and understanding process data, which is often 

complex and intertwined with multiple stories and is very rich in detail (Langley, 1999). Table 

3, below, presents an overview of the most significant narratives and their foundational data. 
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Table 3: Foundational data for representative episodes 

Narrative  Key events Foundational Data* 

(1) Either you 

can do it, or 

Ritzy can 

The IT department had just hired a new CIO, and was in the 

process of some internal restructuring. One of the CIO’s 

“must-win battles” was to build a cloud solution that could 

embrace the entire firm. To enforce progression, he addressed 

Consultech and stated: ‘either you can do it, or Ritzy can’. 

 

Building a cloud storage 

architecture; 11 meetings (some 

designated, some partially 

desginated), four ethnographic 

interviews, 10 formal 

interviews, and 40 days of 

observation. 

(2) We need to 

get another 

perspective 

Because some consultancies were also selling technical 

solutions, Liam Thompson found it necessary to include more 

consultants on an assignment that attempted to create a 

technical foundation for DT at BEM. To avoid bias and to 

enlarge the scope of possibilities for the project team, he 

stated ‘We need to get another perspective’. 

Formulating a grand DT 

strategy; 23 meetings, 10 formal 

interviews, nine ethnographic 

interviews, 22 days of 

observation. 

(3) I still have 

some issue 

with it 

During a pilot meeting with IT-advise, a team of internal 

strategists continued to critically question and challenge 

everything the consultants said and did. Furthermore, they 

avoided granting the consultants acceptance and 

understanding of their pitch. Although the consultants 

attempted to elaborate their messages through different 

metaphors, the team were reluctant to accept them: as Jacob 

Corneliussen stated: ‘I still have some issue with it’. 

Scouting for a new project 

management method; one 

strategy away-day, two 

meetings, and four interviews. 

(4) I have 

booked a 

meeting 

with her 

boss 

tomorrow 

As Jacob Corneliussen led a project on cloud, he worked with 

a consultant from Ritzy, who he was unhappy with. In pursuit 

of making her align, he went above her and, as said: ‘I have 

booked a meeting with her boss tomorrow’. 

Managing one consultant; five 

meetings with the topic on the 

agenda, four ethnographic 

interviews, five formal 

interviews, and 17 days of 

observation. 

(5) We are not 

able to 

make it 

more 

specific 

During an ongoing project aimed at formulating a grand DT 

strategy with agile ways of working, James Marshal, who was 

project manager, tried to gain support for opening up towards 

a consultant and to establish an open work relationship with 

Input-Consult. However, he was met with resistance from the 

other team members, and finally wrote a pitch to Input-

consult stating: ‘we are not able to make it more specific’. 

Specifying DT scope to 

consultant; 23 meetings, 10 

formal interviews, nine 

ethnographic interviews, and 22 

days of observation 

(6) Could (we) 

do this 

without 

John? 

As Jacob Corneliussen continued his project with cloud and 

Ritzy, he had ongoing talks with other consultancies. 

Consultech was constantly in the loop, but he was unhappy 

with one particular consultant up to the point where he asked: 

‘Could (we) do this without John?’ 

Excluding a specific consultant; 

three meetings, two formal 

interviews, and nine days of 

observation. 

*Overlapping data occurs between episodes because meetings mostly had multiple topics; also, more topics were 

touched upon in a single day of observation. 
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Over the course of this first step of analysis, the first author grew intrigued with the surprising 

dynamic that consultants were managed and controlled by the client - not the other way around. 

Issues of legitimacy and management efficiency were immediately obvious, and the narratives 

revealed a more vibrant client activity compared with that in the existing literature (Hislop, 

2002; Sturdy & Wright, 2011).  

In continuation of this, the second author became involved and we began refining the analysis 

through a practice perspective (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011), while also drawing inspiration 

from the economies-of-worth literature and the notion of tests (Gond et al., 2015). By consulting 

the literature on tests (Boltanski, 2011; Gond et al., 2015) and continuously grouping and 

condensing codes, we developed the notion of “participation tests”, which we define as 

practices that reveal a difference between what is and what should be while assessing the 

strength of consultants’ arguments. These tests where embedded in practice because they 

motivated and created different performative effects, such as accelerating the consultants’ work, 

creating progression, questioning advice, and aligning motives. We divided the practices into 

three, and termed them as follows: (1) introducing competition, (2) scrutinizing, and (3) 

regulating availability. Table 4 draws on broad inspiration from Gehman and colleagues (2017) 

and illustrates how we extracted the testing practices.  
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Table 4: Clients’ practices for engaging consultants to participate with  

appurtenant consequential effects and motives 

Narratives  Effects and motives Testing practices 

"Either you can do it, 

or Ritzy can" and "We 

need to get another 
perspective" 

Searching for alternatives 

Increasing bargaining power 

Personal relationships 

Leveraging  
Getting inspiration 

Playing the field 

Introducing competition by engaging 

more consultants to increase bargaining 

power, and fulfilling the criteria of 

gaining the most in the shortest period, 
while disclosing the least amount of 

information.  

"I still have some issue 

with it" and "I have 
booked a meeting with 

her boss tomorrow" 

Challenging the consultant  

Questioning the consultant 

Doubting consultant(s) (in 

general and specific ways) 

Personal relationships 
Critical standpoint 

Evaluating the consultant  

Deciding on action 

Detailed scrutinizing of consultants 

and their work in order to promote high 

performance, on-time deliveries, and to 
create a sense of uncertainty 

communicating that the consultant is 

disposable and replaceable if necessary.  

"We are not able to 

make it more specific" 
and "Could (we) do 

this without John?" 

Opening/closing flow of 

information 
Excluding/including specific 

individuals 

Aligning motive and 

availability of information  
Personal relationships 

Regulating availability of information 

and knowledge in assignment 

specifications and ongoing work to 
control what the consultant can and 

cannot utilize in inherent work as well 

as with other clients.  
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4. FINDINGS 

The following section is structured around the three practices aimed at testing and thus 

managing consultants as they appear in six distinct episodes. In praxis, practices overlap and 

co-exist as clients combine them to adjust the situational conditions. However, we have 

constructed each episode to highlight the qualities of the individual practices to illustrate their 

distinctive dynamics and patterns. The first of three practices is introducing competition. This 

signifies the practice by which competition was introduced to manage the consultants’ work 

and participation in strategizing. The client would more often than not invite more consultancies 

to compete on the same task in order to balance the consultants’ participation and maximize 

their effort. Moreover, by establishing competition and uncertainty regarding the inclusion or 

exclusion of a consultant the client could increase their bargaining power and ensure on-time 

deliveries. Secondly, scrutinizing reveals how consultants’ participation in strategizing for DT 

took its point of departure in a reserved stance from the client, as they were concerned with 

maximizing the utilization of the consultant in the shortest period of time. Therefore, ongoing 

and previous work was minutely scrutinized and challenged. Finally, regulating availability 

denotes how the clients were cautious about sharing information with the consultant. 

Furthermore, it also involved the physical availability to the client’s offices to certain actors, 

given that it was not uncommon for the client to decide to exclude one for the benefit of another 

midway through a project if they perceived the consultants’ performance as being 

unsatisfactory.  
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4.1. Participation test #1: Testing consultants by introducing competition  

A key practice in managing the consultants at BEM was to introduce and leverage competition. 

At all stages of an assignment that entailed engagement of consultancies, the client would 

explicate how the consultants had to work alongside other consultancies in a competitive 

environment, in bids to win the assignment, or to continue being a part of it. 

 

4.1.1. Episode 1 “Either you can do it, or Ritzy can” 

A recurring challenge for BEM’s DT strategizing efforts was executing the transfer of data from 

in-house servers to cloud solutions, enabling all of BEM to benefit from the collective data 

production. As a new CIO, Stanley Cox, was inaugurated to, among others, focus on creating 

this shift, a strategic initiative to build the technology behind was launched. Because BEM did 

not have all the necessary capabilities in-house, they turned towards management consulting to 

aid them in their pursuit. Prior to any agreements on who should be allowed to participate, 

multiple consultancies were invited to pitch their solution in contest with each other. Stanley 

Cox had years of experience within the field of IT and DT, and he thus sought to quickly 

establish that he was not to be tricked, as he created a competitive environment by playing two 

major consultancies against each other:  

‘I told Consultech – I want you to build a (cloud solution) and you must build 

it on user cases. And, either you can do it, or Ritzy can! I think you are the 

best, but that is the way it is. I don’t believe Jacob (Corneliussen) is convinced 

yet at all!’ (Stanley Cox, meeting obs.)  

 

Jacob Corneliussen was the assigned project manager, and eventually the one to decide on 

whether to go with Consultech or Ritzy. Through this unreserved communication, Stanley Cox 

insinuated that Jacob Corneliussen was undecided whether to mobilize the practice of 
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introducing competition in order to test the consultants and urging them to accelerate their 

performance. Additionally, he let them know that they were essentially replaceable if they 

failed. From this point of departure, Jacob Corneliussen continued the negotiations of who 

should be included in the assignment, and, after intensive screening, he finally decided to go 

with Ritzy. During a later interview, he elaborated on the testing nature of the selection process: 

And well when you begin this (process of choosing consultancy), you talk! 

So I had checked out what possibilities we had, and began having a dialogue, 

where we presented the same proposal. We invited three different 

(consultancy) companies, gave them the same proposal and said: what do you 

think? And then they are on the spot, and you can see that they are sort of 

underprepared, and sort of need to tell us what they can do. On the basis of 

this we went on with two – it is always nice to have two – because there is 

also a price that needs to be negotiated and stuff like that. And at some point 

in time we made the decision of going with Ritzy.’ (Jacob Corneliussen, 

Interview)  

 

As such, Jacob Corneliussen and the other clients would always keep more than one 

consultancy involved to increase their bargaining position prior to engaging them. This often 

resulted in numerous consultants engaged in tentative positions leading up to the actual 

involvement and participation. Through these tests, the client would eventually select the 

perceived best proposition and exclude the alternatives, only to potentially include them again 

later should their first choice not work out as intended.  

 

4.1.2. Episode 2 “We need another perspective” 

While DT projects with a narrow focus such as the cloud initiative described above unfolded, 

large-scale transformation projects also took place. During such an initiative, a strategic team 

attempted to formulate a grand DT strategy for all of BEM, from the bottom up. Herein, the 

scope covered the utilization of multiple technologies, such as artificial intelligence (AI) and 



   

121 

 

virtual reality (VR), along with a restructuration of the organization to make it more agile. 

Although IT management considered engaging Consultech for a large part of the project, they 

were cautious of becoming too dependent on any one provider and feared that Consultech would 

contribute solutions that were dependent on their own products, given that they were also 

product providers. Liam Thompson explained in a meeting:  

Consultech is not impartial (product provider) and we need to get another 

perspective on this. So we have talked with Input-Consult as well. Actually, 

I have just received the report but I haven’t had time to read it yet.’ (Liam 

Thompson, meeting obs.) 

 

The strategic team thus decided to involve more consultancies in the same task in order to 

nuance the different paths of solutions while sorting out biases. During our analysis, we 

examined how the internal strategic team began systematically utilizing specific consultants in 

relation to each other, and developed schemes for handling a group of consultants 

simultaneously. This is evident in the following meeting situation where Erik Svensson, a 

middle manager, hints at how engaging two consultants on the same task is beneficial as he 

draws on a tacit working method the team has established over time.  

OK and I think it is great that you got closure on who is supporting this. Ritzy 

is on, and then we know how to use Consultech. (Erik Svensson, meeting 

obs.) 

 

This implies that the client used the different consultancies in competition tests - not with the 

sole purpose of selecting one over the other, but to use them in an ongoing work relationship, 

making them challenge each other. This was further evident in the continued project work on 

formulating a grand DT strategy, as the strategic team consistently engaged multiple consultants 

over the duration of the project work. The practice of introducing competition thus proved 

beneficial as it sped up the process and kept consultants on their toes.  
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The systematic involvement of more consultancies during this project is further elaborated in 

the following interaction between a senior manager, Liam Thompson, and the project manager 

on the team, James Marshall:  

James Marshall: I just wanted to make sure that I have the mandate to hire 

Maximizer, because then I will pull the trigger on it. Then things will happen 

because Maximizer are hungry!  

Liam Thompson: But also reach out to Input-consult. They probably have 

someone they can reach out to broadly.  

James Marshall: Ok, I guess I can do that. My point of access is that Johnson 

person, but it will probably be with the expectation from them that we will 

do something with them. We went pretty far with them (Input-consult) the 

last time before we shelved them. 

Liam Thompson: Hmm. Well I guess that is part of the game. 

 

Liam Thompson’s description of the work relationship between client and consultant as a game 

illustrates the strategic intent and mobilization of this practice, and explains how the continued 

testing of the consultants was calculated and unsentimental. Throughout this episode, the 

strategy team were remarkably skeptical and continued to test the consultant by uttering the 

option of replacement, which meant that the consultants had to signal their efficiency and 

urgency (see also Ho, 2009).  

 

4.1.3. Summarized consequences of introducing competition 

In both episodes above, introducing competition was instrumental for BEM to optimize the use 

of consultants in the strategizing process. By insinuating that the consultants were essentially 

replaceable, BEM aimed to keep them on their toes and ensure that they delivered relevant 

solutions on time. Because the client would continuously invite multiple consultants to 
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participate on the same task, they were able to leverage their bargaining power and signal that 

the consultant should avoid becoming complacent.  

 

4.2. Participation test #2: Testing consultants through intense scrutiny 

The second practice animated a participation test in which the consultants’ persona, historical 

and current performance, and his/her input into strategizing for DT were intensely scrutinized.  

 

4.2.1. Episode 3 “I still have some issues" 

During the final part of the data collection, the first author followed a small team of specialists 

working on disrupting and rethinking ways of working internally in IT to ensure readiness for 

future DT projects. This team operated across departments and worked directly below the CIO 

as they engaged consultants on a multitude of topics. During a strategy away-day, they 

organized a meeting with IT-advise to obtain specific input and guidance on a new way of 

managing projects and inquire about their experience of executing it with a reference company. 

During this meeting, the second practice of scrutiny became evident when the team took an 

extremely reserved position as they critically questioned the consultant on every conceivable 

parameter - work-related and non-work-related. As the lead consultant from IT-advise opened 

the meeting with a seemingly casual and harmless reference to some recently installed office 

furniture, the vigilant position of the BEM team revealed itself:  

Consultant: Thank you all for coming here – we have just installed these new 

round tables. How do you like them? 

Erik Svensson (Smiling skeptically): Well, I guess we will be able to tell you 

in one-and-a-half hours (when the meeting is over). 

Consultant: (Flabbergasted) Yep, that is right - okay. The agenda is you have 

said that you have some issues in regards to BEM and that you would like to 
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hear about (reference company) and how they managed to deal with 

organizational change management. 

 

This approach to testing consultants up-front was characterized by the clients’ wish to signal 

that they were not gullible to the authority of the consultant, and that the consultants would 

have to perform in order to be granted participation in a forthcoming strategy initiative. Put 

differently, BEM would scrutinize the consultants’ abilities already prior to engaging the 

consultants.  

As the meeting continued in this vein, the teams’ scrutiny evolved to entail a discussion of what 

the consultant was actually saying and how his/her proposition should be understood. The 

consultants’ pitch on the new project management method was thus constantly interrupted by 

the team as they insisted on questioning the proposition to reveal the weight behind it and 

expose any weaknesses:  

‘Consultant 1: We are always talking about the minimal viable product. So 

instead of building a car right away, we build a skateboard. We have 

something that actually works and creates impact. Then we move on to a 

bicycle, a motorcycle and so on.  

Laurel Flemington: So it is more of a flow perspective?  

Consultant 1: (starts his answer)  

Erik Svensson (interrupts): So you make an impact case as the first step. So 

how do you break it down? That is the issue! Is it the cupcake, normal cake 

and wedding cake?  

Jacob Corneliussen (adds): I still have some issue with it. I understand the 

cake metaphor, but do I have to make a POC (Proof of Concept)?  

Consultant 1: Okay, so the POC and the minimum viable product are two 

very different things. Minimum viable product does only talk about the 

specific cake, where POCs capture the whole thing.  

Consultant 2 enters: Okay Jacob: So it is like with enterprise architects, I 

know you are one, so it is not to be hard on you, but they are excellent at 

sitting in a closed room thinking up grand solutions but they are not 
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applicable in the real world. So the deal is to break it down and start with 

something that works from the beginning. 

 

As the meeting progressed, the strategy team persisted to question the consultants to a point 

where the consultants, visibly agitated, presented more and more slides, while interrupting each 

other to communicate their pitch in alternative metaphors in attempt to persuade the team to 

work with them. The team however, was neither persuaded nor particularly impressed, as was 

evident in the subsequent evaluation meeting: 

‘Jacob Corneliussen: How is ‘Consultant 1’ ranked in relation to ‘Consultant 

2’? He/she kept interrupting him/her and looking for the specific slides. That 

was a little odd. ’Consultant 2’ is partner right?  

Laurel Flemington: Yea, and I did actually tell them to skip the sales pitch 

but they actually spend a lot of time on that as well and not as much on the 

(Reference company) project.  

Erik Svensson: Perhaps they oversold the impact at (reference company), and 

now they are trying to cover it up? ‘ 

 

This scrutiny appeared to be a natural and effortless practice for the clients as they continued 

to test the consultant. Through critical questioning and ongoing evaluation, the clients weighed 

up the consultants and decided if they were being offered the quality and speed they pursued. 

Although, the scrutinizing tests, in this episode, did not lead to any work collaboration, others 

did pass these initial talks. Therefore, the tests were not intended to hinder or stop consultants’ 

participation, but ways of signaling to the consultant that a vigilant eye rested on them from 

that point onward, and ensure that the proposed solutions were actionable in their localized 

setup.  
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4.2.2. Episode 4 “I have booked a meeting with her boss tomorrow” 

As Jacob Corneliussen decided to collaborate with Ritzy in episode 1, he progressed the project 

to a phase of building the actual technical solution. BEM did not have the necessary capabilities 

internally, which was why Jacob Corneliussen made an agreement with Ritzy to lend him a 

consultant who could fulfil this role. She was to be part of a small internal team, and be 

physically located in the IT department of BEM five days a week. The task was highly complex 

and the chosen consultant was thus specialized and expensive. As the consultant eventually 

settled into the office, ongoing status meetings took place. During one of these meetings, Jacob 

Corneliussen evaluated the consultant:  

Jacob Corneliussen: ‘The consultant we have from Ritzy is a little tricky. So, 

I have booked a meeting with her boss tomorrow. I cannot really figure her 

out. She really is a coder, and she buries herself in work a little too long, and 

when she comes up for air she has coded a little too much. She is skilled no 

doubt about it, she is just… odd? Anyway, she told me that she thinks it is 

wrong that she should be here, and that the commute isn’t suiting her. 

Laurel Flemington: She lives in (city three hours away) right?  

Jacob Corneliussen: Yes, but we pay for her travels, her hotel and also a pretty 

hefty pay considering her experience, so I am not too pleased with that. I 

mean when you say that you don’t want to be here… (At BEM) – I will talk 

to her boss about it - At least she is honest right! (They all laugh) 

 

While the scrutiny seemed critical, it served as a way for the client to assess how to take the 

project execution forward. Jacob Corneliussen’s ongoing evaluation of the consultants he had 

engaged enabled him to focus on the elements he wanted and to leverage a better bargaining 

position in the continued work relationship. He explained this intent in an interview:  

‘But Ritzy is doing a great job, I have a great team. We do not receive full 

funding until (later), so I have been negotiating some things. Ritzy has offered 

their lead architect for free until (later), so that is great. Also, I got (the 
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consultant) until (later) for (a discounted price)’ (Jacob Corneliussen, 

interview) 

 

4.2.3. Summarized consequences of scrutinizing 

By continuously scrutinizing the consultants through evaluating, questioning, challenging, 

comparing their performances, and through consistently making the consultant executives 

accountable for their work, the client tested whether the consultants’ solutions had weight 

behind them and signaled that sub-par suggestions would not be accepted at BEM.  

 

4.3. Participation test #3: Testing consultants by regulating the availability of information 

and access  

A final way in which clients were found to manage consultants participation involved how 

much information and access to BEM the client would allow their external counterparts, and to 

what extent they would include them and work with them. We term this practice ‘regulating 

availability’.  

 

4.3.1. Episode 5 “We are not able to make it more specific”  

Because episode 2 concerned the decision of which consultants to involve, an additional part 

of the project comprised specifying the requirements for the grand DT strategy. In extension of 

this, the strategic team were meticulous as they considered what information to disclose to 

whom and when they should have it. Prior to letting consultants participate in strategy work, 

the internal team would discuss the specific consultancy and consider the advantages and 

disadvantages to trusting a consultant with information. During a meeting scheduled to make a 

decision on what requirements and information Input-Consult should be allowed access to, 
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James Marshall, the project manager, tried to convince the management team that they should 

provide more information, and urged them to specify what the consultant needed to provide 

input for:  

James Marshall: You cut through last Friday, and said that we trust that Input-

Consult can help us.  

Liam Thompson: Well it is a consultancy coming from the sideline that we 

have not worked with before. However, they said the right things being that 

we enter an agile process with some sprints where we can adjust from sprint 

to sprint. We don’t have three months to scope this. The risk is not that things 

will come crashing down, but that we do not get the information that we have 

paid for. I’m more willing to take risk here than with technical deliveries.  

Martin Hughes: (They need to bring something) we are able to either turn the 

thump up or down on, so what are the decisions we need to make? I think we 

need to keep ourselves sharp on why we are doing this (letting consultants 

participate).  

James Marshall: (sounding confused) I will write Input-Consult, and tell them 

that we are not able to make it more specific (specifications on what they 

need input for) and that we have to take some risk. 

 

Although Input-Consult was a well-known actor at BEM, the people on this project had not 

worked directly with them before; as a result, they were hesitant to launch the initiative and 

formalize the work with them. Paradoxically, this lack of trust prevented the strategic team from 

articulating what they sought input for, resulting in the project manager reaching out to Input-

consult without establishing the proper foundation for them to make a valuable contribution.  

 

4.3.2. “Could (we) do this without John?”  

Because the cloud solution mentioned in episode 1 and 4 was eventually built in collaboration 

with Ritzy, Jacob Corneliussen began conducting talks with Consultech to investigate how best 

to anchor it within the existing IT setup. During this project work, Jacob Corneliussen and his 

team found themselves reluctant to work with one particular consultant from Consultech as they 
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disagreed on the terms of their work agreement and timeline. During a meeting, Erik Svensson 

and Jacob Corneliussen discussed how to progress work with Consultech as they found 

themselves to be increasingly in conflict with the individual consultant, John: 

Erik Svensson: What is happening with Consultech? What was that mail that 

came out yesterday? 

Jacob Corneliussen: It is that John guy right? (Consultant from Consultech) 

He is crazy! We were told that we would get a contact start December. When 

you talk to them there is no limit for the resources you can get access to, but 

when they have to deliver… They say that it is because we wanted a partner 

and that he is occupied. I told him that that is not true. We asked for a person 

who could hold our hand and help us through. We never talked about a partner 

– that was them! Then he said that it was because there was a misalignment 

between Liam, you and me.  

Erik Svensson: (Laughs), yea right!? 

Jacob Corneliussen: And I said that we talk two-three times a day so there is 

no misalignment anywhere here! 

 

The consequence of this disagreement with one individual also proved to affect the general 

impression and work relationship with Consultech, as it made Erik Svensson and Jacob 

Corneliussen indulge in an us-and them rhetoric signifying their increasing reservation towards 

the entire consultancy. Consequently, they became even less inclined to share any information. 

To end the deadlock, Jacob Corneliussen set up a meeting to suggest excluding the individual 

completely in their future work:  

I had a meeting with Müller from Consultech last Thursday in relation to 

Consultech and Cloud. And we discussed - or I asked - if we could do this 

without John (Consultant from Consultech). So that we are on the same page 

with them. (Jacob Corneliussen, meeting obs.) 

 

Following this clash, things progressed more smoothly. Asked on how he regulated the 

availability of information and access for consultants, Jacob Corneliussen explained his 
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approach of matching the consultants’ recourses to ensure that he received the service he paid 

for:  

I usually say that you have to at least match the amount of energy the 

consultants bring you. Otherwise, you will not get the maximum return on 

your investment. So, if I don’t put in an hour every time they put in an hour, 

then we are losing value.… I want to control exactly what they are doing and 

when, but that also demands a lot from me. I will then take ownership of their 

delivery, and like that they are essentially a part of the team. So I am just 

“buying an internal employee”. That is my goal. (Jacob Corneliussen, 

Interview)  

 

Because he was concerned with receiving the service he paid for, he treated the consultant as 

he would an internal team member, and regulated the information accordingly. Moreover, he 

promised to provide an equal amount of  work, in order to achieve exactly what he wanted from 

it.  

 

4.3.3. Summarized consequences of regulating availability 

By regulating the availability of information and access beyond the physical and digital boundaries 

of BEM, the client ensured that sensitive information did not leave BEM. However, this also 

meant that BEM were sometimes unable to properly formulate assignment specifications and 

thus forced to let the consultants rely on educated guesses. Additionally, the clients excluded 

specific actors with whom they did not share personal connections.  

 

4.4. Managing consultants through participation tests  

Through the analysis we examined how clients engage consultants and manage their 

participation. We have predominantly focused on how the client’s actions regulate who should 

participate in strategizing activities, and how they should do it. This is not to undermine the 
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importance of the consultants’ perspective in strategy-making: the way in which consultants 

mitigate client pushback is important, but also well documented (e.g. Bourgoin et al., 2019; 

Bourgoin & Harvey, 2018; Elmholdt, 2016), whereas the work of the client is undertheorized 

(Mosonyi et al., 2020), and not least in regard to the “critical practices that underlie the making 

of strategy” (Gond et al., 2015: 199). As such, our analysis provides empirical evidence on how 

clients manage external consultants’ access and, thereby, challenge the authority of the 

consultants (Bourgoin et al., 2019).  

When examining the vignettes, we find that the clients are remarkably active and that their 

activities continuously attempt to control the consultants through what we suggest to be a series 

of underlying tests that work as a subtle managerial mechanism. We have labelled these tests 

participation tests, which denote how clients assess the strength of the argument of consultants, 

and “posit a differential between what is and what should be” (Boltanski, 2011: 106). The tests 

therefore revolve around the value the client considers the consultants should deliver, and the 

factual judgement of what is taking place (Boltanski, 2011). By introducing competition, 

scrutinizing, and regulating availability, the client is actively trying to mitigate the differences 

between what is, and what should be. As such, these practices become a way of establishing a 

temporary compromise to maintain cooperation between consultant and client (Gond et al., 

2015). Indeed, as our case reveals, these tests are not formalized, but take place in various 

settings and through mundane activities (e.g. meetings). The client introduces competition not 

just when assigning consultants to a task, but in an ongoing way throughout the engagement 

and even when finalizing the assignment. By introducing competition, the client communicates 

to the consultant that there is a market of solutions, and the practice also works as a market test 

signaling - if you cannot handle what is needed, another consultancy can. The same applies to 

scrutinizing. By challenging the abilities of the consultants and scrutinizing their work, the 
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client is likewise leveraging practices that contain an underlying participation test. As such, 

scrutinizing performs a test of efficiency, enabling the client to signal that the consultant should 

be on their toes. Regulating availability is noticeable in the early phase when clients limit the 

information accessible by the consultant in order to make the consultants work, or when they 

exclude a consultant from a meeting to ensure “being on the same page”. By doing so, the 

regulation of availability performs a test of hierarchy in the sense of establishing who is in 

charge. Although this understanding is consistent with the practice perspective on strategy as 

ongoing accomplishments, the economies-of-worth perspective encourages a focus on how 

practice is continuously destabilized and how things only settle temporarily — i.e., tests proceed 

on an ongoing basis. The dynamic nature of the tests is illustrated in Figure 1, which shows 

how the tests are ongoing and take place when assigning the consultant, during the assignment, 

and when finalizing the assignment.  

Figure 1: Managing consultants and accomplishing strategy through tests 
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5. DISCUSSION  

In the Introduction, we raised the question of how clients manage the participation of 

management consultants. By introducing the notion of participation tests, we have explored 

how clients manage consultants through everyday practices. By introducing competition, 

scrutinizing, and regulating availability, the different organizational actors in the client 

organization (BEM) were continuously directing the consultants. Collectively, our analysis 

leads to two main theoretical contributions. First, our findings suggest that clients are much 

more active than prior studies have shown, which contributes to the understanding of the client-

consultant relationship. Second, by shedding light on the engagement with external consultants 

in strategy-making, our study also has implications for the strategy-as-practice literature. We 

end the discussion by discussing how these findings are relevant to the practical engagement 

of consultants.  

 

5.1. The active client  

Studying the consultancy assignments in our analysis, we are able to nuance the role of the 

client in the consultant-client relationship and contribute a much-needed view - from within 

the clients’ perspective - to the general literature on management consulting (e.g. Sturdy & 

Wright, 2011). Our study reveals how the success of consultants is not only a matter of their 

rhetorical abilities or esoteric knowledge (Alvesson, 1993), but conditioned by concrete client 

practices. Our study suggests that the question is not as much if the client is active or passive 

when engaging consultants (Sturdy & Wright, 2011; Hislop, 2002) but how they are active and 

how they direct consultants. Clients may seem passive at a distance or they may appear as only 

active when they are directly involved (Hislop, 2002). Taking a practice perspective sensitizes 

us to the clients’ ongoing efforts of managing consultants, explicating how clients are not just 
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active or passive to consultants (Hislop, 2002; Sturdy & Wright, 2011): rather, their activity 

and passivity must be understood in practice as an ongoing accomplishment, which sometimes 

involves subtle dynamics such as excluding an individual from a meeting or establishing a 

competitive environment through signals of engaging a competing consultancy firm. As such, 

our study reveals how consultants are managed through a series of participation tests that are 

embedded in everyday practices, and reveals what the client value from the consultants.  

We conceptualize these tests on the back of the economies-of-worth perspective (Boltanski & 

Thévenot, 2006), as this has alerted us to the multiple values and orders of worth that reside 

inside firms. As these values conflict, tests create compromises allowing for activity to proceed; 

also in relation to external actors like consultants. When the client buys a consultancy service 

we saw that their values were economical with a focus on efficiency. Getting money’s worth. 

Based on an economies-of-worth line of thinking we can highlight the exact places where this 

value meets and conflicts with the consultants. This allows us to pin point just how the clients 

use testing practices to manage the consultant, and thus progress strategizing activites. While 

tests of consultants are also formalized; e.g., prior studies have shown how public tenders 

assess consultants when assigning them by specifying criteria for the engagement (See also 

O'Mahoney, Heusinkveld, & Wright, 2013) - we reveal the more informal tests, which are 

ongoing and significant to the consultant-client relationship. Our findings nuance existing 

literature and sheds light on what a client is (Schein, 1997). Indeed, our case reveals that 

different actors are active in the consulting process; hence, it would be tempting to say that the 

one assigning the client may be passive after assigning the consultant, yet, as we see, the client 

contain multiple organizational actors who are engaged in continuously testing the consultants. 

As such, our findings are consistent with Hislop (2002) in pointing out that clients are active 

in different ways. However, in contrast to Hislop (2002) who studied consultants’ involvement 

in implementing new technology (an ERP system), we show how the client’s engagement with 
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consultants is an ongoing kind of work, which is not only active during formal involvement 

but also in everyday activities, which appropriate- and contextualize the work of consultants.  

 

5.2. The role of external strategists  

Within the strategy-as-practice literature, consultants are recognized as critical actors who 

often play a role in relation to internal strategists (Jarzabkowski, 2005; Whittington et al., 

2011). As Laine and Vaara (2015) emphasize, consultants are assigned rights and 

responsibilities, and allowed to participate in strategizing in different ways. Despite this, the 

relationship between internal and external strategists viz. consultants and clients has often 

remained undertheorized and is rarely explicated as a context for strategizing (Whittington, 

2019). Our analysis at BEM points at the importance of considering this kind of work between 

internal and external strategists, and how this nexus of practices may be impeded or enabled, 

not least by the critical engagement of clients. By advancing the notion of tests within the 

strategy-as-practice literature (Dansou & Langley, 2012), we show how the participation of 

consultants and other externals is challenged and managed by the practices of internal 

strategists. By doing so, we answer calls for studying how various actors and organizational 

outsiders can influence strategy-making (Laine & Vaara, 2015). Indeed, consultants not only 

influence strategy in a unilateral way, but continuously find themselves exposed to various 

tests, which compromises their ability to assert their influence. We thus contribute new insights 

to strategizing by illustrating how the interaction between consultants and clients pushes 

strategy activity forward.  

In continuation of this, we call for more studies of this engagement; indeed, our study revealed 

much skepticism towards the consultants, which did not always seem to be productive. Our 

case reveals how clients play an important role in shaping the context of consultants’ work. 

Although consultants are often considered to be proponents of managerialism or “capitalisms’ 
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commissars” (Thrift, 2005), our case indicates that clients strongly co-perform this role by 

shaping conditions for the consultants. For instance, by continuously introducing competition, 

the clients themselves leverage competition and market awareness to advance the consultants’ 

work. This finding confirms the suggestion of Susskind and Susskind (2015) that clients tend 

to consider consultants as potentially opportunistic and not managed tightly enough. Here, we 

advance this understanding further. Prior studies suggest that an active client entails the 

organization to comply less with the consultant’s “rationalizing” or “standardizing” solutions, 

because active clients create resistance that shape consultants work (Hislop, 2002; Waisberg & 

Nelson, 2018). Building on this, our study indicates that the sometimes skeptical outlook, and 

corresponding activities, of the client can diminish consultant’s authority, eventually 

compromising the consultant’s final delivery. As such, consultants may be said to make the 

client receptive and even feed from client uncertainty (Fincham, 1999: 339); however, clients 

may too leverage a complimentary mechanism to feed from consultants. This uncertainty is not 

necessarily constructive as we showed how the client risked driving the consultant to producing 

unwanted solutions in pursuit of quick fixes.  

Hence, our analysis offers practical implications for clients in the sense that it encourages 

clients to be aware of how they position and manage consultants. The consultants’ work is 

conditioned by the client, which means that participation tests engaged by clients may both ensure 

that the consulting process is appropriate to the organizational context whilst also setting 

boundaries for the work of consultants, which may limit the outcome of the engagement. One thing 

is to hire the best consultants for a job, but if the client does not facilitate sufficient working 

conditions, the client might risk producing a consultant incapable of delivering top-class results. In 

addition to consultants, we also suggest that these implications hold practical relevance in other 

contexts where internals rely on managing organizational outsiders like interns, purchasing agents, 

or external sales people. Similarly, internal actors rely on this group to advance their strategizing 
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efforts. If these external actors learn to know that they are undergoing tests assessing their fate in 

future strategizing, and can identify which test, they can adjust their activities accordingly.   

 

5.3. Limitations and future research 

In this study, we argue for the benefits of taking a one-sided focus on the client, through two 

main reasons. First, channeling all our resources to the client side allows for a more in-depth 

understanding of the client’s practices, which would be a trade off if both consultants and 

clients were followed. Second, whereas vast studies have been focusing on the consultant side 

(e.g. Bourgoin et al., 2019; Handley et al., 2007) the client side is neglected, and calls have 

been made to follow the consultancy assignment into client organizations (Sturdy and Wright, 

2011). Yet, while the in-depth client focus has advantages, the choices also mark the limitations 

of the study since a dual-sided study (consultant and client) potentially could provide further 

insights into the strategic intent behind consultants’ work, and how both client and consultant 

engage and respond to participation tests. We believe this wider frame could contribute 

additional interesting findings, and we encourage future studies to consider this approach for 

exploring the client-consultant relationship further.  

  



138 

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In sum, we investigated how clients manage consultants’ participation in strategizing. 

Through analysis of the IT department of BEM’s use of consultants as they strategized for DT, 

we gained insights into how the client managed consultants actively through their everyday 

activities. Furthermore, we showed how the client had an established set of instrumental 

practices that enabled them to constantly test the consultants in order to evaluate whether to 

grant access to participation in strategizing or deny it. While our study focuses on the hitherto 

neglected client’s perspective, this position also has some boundary conditions, thus offering 

avenues for future research. Indeed, combining or synthesizing a client’s view with a consultant’s 

view could be important for understanding the dynamics of how consultants respond to or 

understand client reactions, and how unintended consequences may emerge. 
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Abstract 

This paper aspires to contribute new insights to how strategist, assigned with writing strategy 

formulations in text, engage practices for concretizing abstract strategy discourse into fixated 

strategy formulations. In doing so, it reports the findings of an involved ethnography, following 

a project striving to formulate a grand strategy for digital transformation as they organize 

around the production of a strategy document. The paper thus explores how the strategizing 

process is influenced by an iterating artifact, as it becomes the locus of practitioners’ 

strategizing activity through steering committee meetings and subsequent writing team 

meetings. In total, this paper builds on the strategy work leading to the production of 14 

iterations of a strategy formulation document. The paper finally theorizes six practices of 

accepting, ignoring/avoiding, rephrasing/adjusting, illustrating, condensing and hijacking, that 

the writers engage as they discuss how to write the forthcoming iteration. Additionally, it 

elucidates that these practices are also consequential for how the writers challenge strategy 

discourse already as it is conceived on steering committee meetings.  

Keywords:  

Strategy formulation, Strategy-as-practice, Materiality, Digital Transformation, Ethnography 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

When firms formulate strategy, they often draw on multiple actors, methods, tools, and 

materials to organize their strategizing activities (Jarzabkowski, Spee, & Smets, 2013; Paroutis, 

Franco, & Papadopoulos, 2015). The significant role played by strategy formulations in 

strategizing is thus well established (Golsorkhi, Rouleau, Seidl, & Vaara, 2015), and multiple 

studies have shown the importance of materiality, in particular, in this aspect of strategizing 

(Dameron, Lê, & LeBaron, 2015b; Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). Strategizing and material 

artifacts have thus been the subject of studies from multiple perspectives, for example material 

artifacts as facilitators for strategy communication (Whittington, Molloy, Mayer, & Smith, 

2006), as boundary constructing objects and boundary spanning objects (Kaplan, 2011), and as 

epistemic objects gaining situated meaning in processes of strategizing (Spee & Jarzabkowski, 

2009). However, there are elements of how materiality is constructed through text that are less 

explored (De La Ville & Mounoud, 2015), and key scholars have called for more research on 

the processual becoming of materiality (Burgelman et al., 2018; Vaara & Whittington, 2012).  

 Extant research has often replied to these calls by focusing on the constitutive relationship 

between materiality and its users in a sociomaterial relationship (Balogun, Jacobs, 

Jarzabkowski, Mantere, & Vaara, 2014), whereas fewer studies have analyzed the becoming 

of strategy artifacts by applying an in-depth focus on the writing activities and the practices 

that strategists engage therein (De La Ville & Mounoud, 2015). Analysis of text has a long 

standing tradition within numerous fields (Ricoeur, 1981), however it has not received great 

attention from the strategy-as-practice community, with some exceptions (De La Ville & 

Mounoud, 2015; Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2011). I argue that studies on materiality show that as 

actors write strategy text, artifacts gain situated meaning as they structure strategizing 
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processes and span knowledge boundaries between different parties. However, fewer studies 

show how those practitioners, designated with the task of writing, engage practices for 

producing strategy text as they strive to fixate often abstract strategy discourse in a material 

artifact. Those strategists designated with writing duties evidently play a vital role as they are 

able to shape the very strategizing process and choose between different discourses of strategy 

formulations (Kaplan, 2011). They fixate fluid and often abstract strategy discourse in text 

(Ricoeur, 2016), and as such they are an extremely important, albeit potentially overlooked, 

group of strategists (De La Ville & Mounoud, 2015). To investigate this dearth in research on 

materiality, I apply a strategy-as-practice perspective (Jarzabkowski, 2005; Whittington, 

2006). This enables me to study strategy as a lived activity of the strategists as it unfolds in 

praxis (Whittington et al., 2006). Whereas materiality is a popular topic within strategy-as-

practice research (Lê & Spee, 2015), fewer studies examine how writers approach abstract 

strategy discourse as they aim at translating it to concretized textual discourse. Therefore, I ask 

the following RQ as a guide for my further inquiry: 

How do strategists designated with writing strategy formulations in text engage practices for 

concretizing abstract strategy discourse in material artifacts?  

In order to support my inquiry empirically, I present findings from a four month subset of a 

one-and-a-half year participatory ethnography. In this particularly high intensity period, I 

followed strategists embedded in a project working on writing a strategy formulation for a 

grand digital transformation (DT) initiative. These strategists were based in the IT department 

of a large global manufacturing company called BEM. As BEM operated in a volatile 

marketplace, they were aware of becoming disrupted, and I witnessed how a huge part of their 

strategizing efforts concerned completing a DT (Sebastian et al., 2017) to sustain their 

competitive advantages and position as an industry leader. In this pursuit, they engaged artifacts 
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and tools such as PowerPoint, Yammer, Teams, and Post-it Notes, among others, to guide their 

strategizing activities. However, during the four month period, a project within the IT 

organization, which serves as the empirical foundation for this paper, reached out to the R&D 

and Aftermarket & Sales (A&S) departments to formulate a DT strategy in a bottom–up 

manner, using a word document as an artifact for combining and aligning their shared efforts. 

Their planned way of working was to conduct meetings among IT, R&D, and A&S, and then 

have a team of designated writers write down their input in a draft, then circulate this document 

to the various participants in turn for review and modification, with new rounds of review after 

each iteration of the document. This would then continue until a shared strategy formulation 

for all of BEM was produced. Eventually, 14 distinct iterations of the material document 

emerged, making this process suitable for studying how strategists designated with writing 

responsibilities engage practices for producing text in material artifacts.  

Based on this, this paper’s main contribution is to the body of strategy-as-practice literature 

concerning materiality in strategizing, as I show how designated writers engage six practices 

for concretizing abstract strategy discourse in their efforts to produce an artifact through 

writing. I further answer calls for research on materiality in the intersection between strategy 

process and practice, and contribute insights into how strategy formulation becomes, which is 

an area with high practical value.  
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2. THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 

2.1. Formulating strategy through materiality in strategy-as-practice research 

Materiality is commonly acknowledged to be entangled with strategy practice and to be a vital 

component of organizing and shaping strategy work within strategy-as-practice research 

(Dameron et al., 2015b; Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Lê & Spee, 2015). Materiality has been 

studied as the use of mundane strategy texts (Arnaud, Mills, Legrand, & Maton, 2016; Spee & 

Jarzabkowski, 2011), strategy tools (Paroutis et al., 2015; Wright, Paroutis, & Blettner, 2013), 

and as material artifacts (D'Adderio, 2010; Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). Despite the differences 

in foci, a common trend in these papers is that the interest in materiality is oriented towards the 

taken-for-granted material components that strategic actors seamlessly engage as they perform 

strategy activity. Furthermore, as actors introduce materiality in their strategy work, the 

material often becomes a moderator for the process of strategizing because it establishes 

boundaries while simultaneously facilitating boundary-spanning work. As Star and Griesemer 

argue (1989), boundary objects are “(material) objects which inhabit several intersecting social 

worlds and satisfy the information requirements of each of them.” Material boundary objects 

thus enable social actors to engage in something concrete, establishing common ground, and 

work across syntactic boundaries, semantic boundaries, and pragmatic boundaries (Star & 

Griesemer, 1989). In this vein, multiple studies have investigated the boundary spanning 

capabilities of materiality (Levina & Vaast, 2005; Carlile, 2002; Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2009) 

and their impact on strategizing.  

In addition to materiality’s boundary spanning qualities, a stream of research has focused on 

how materiality gains situated meaning, conceptualizing materiality using the term “epistemic 

objects” (Ewenstein & Whyte, 2009; Werle & Seidl, 2015). Epistemic objects are generative 

in nature because they gain a situated relevance through interaction with actors while 
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simultaneously provoking the actors to make certain inquires through the object’s current form 

and shape (Werle & Seidl, 2015). Epistemic objects have a changeable nature, and while such 

an object is constitutive of actors’ inputs and interactions, it should not be seen as a repository 

of collective ideas, but as an object in flux as it generates and gains meaning in its context.  

Other studies have focused on the affordances of materiality in strategizing, as it is argued that 

the specificness of a given type of materiality facilitates and encourages a certain type of use. 

For instance, Kaplan (2011) explains that a PowerPoint presentation is “a concrete 

representation of ideas used to demonstrate strategies, an imperfect realization of what the 

technology strategy will be, possible to ‘cut and paste’ to grow or shrink the document, and 

possible to transmit via e-mail, NetMeeting, etc.” (Kaplan, 2011: 328). The use of PowerPoint 

presentations thus enables a certain type of collaboration, as they are easily editable yet also 

concrete enough to display representations of ideas for others to understand and work with. 

Kaplan further argues that because the affordances of a given material artifact greatly influence 

strategizing processes, powerful actors can enforce the use of a specific artifact or tool to ensure 

their strategic ambitions are met, and thus leverage a more preferred position.  

 Similarly to Kaplan’s focus on affordances, Jarzabkowski, Spee, and Smets (2013) look at 

how underwriting managers in reinsurance companies use “stuff” to accomplish strategy as 

they appraise reinsurance deals. They show how the different affordances of photos, maps, data 

packs, spreadsheets, and graphs justify their varied use, and they are thus able to deduce five 

different knowledge abstraction and substitution practices for how actors work with 

materiality.  

While materiality’s important role in facilitating strategy work is well established, fewer 

studies examine the actual process of how objects become, as actors engage in writing. 
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Additionally, few studies follow the ongoing formulation and iteration of an isolated strategy 

episode to display how specific constellations of people fixate strategy discourse in writing.  

 

2.2. Formulating strategy text 

Whereas materiality is well understood and described in strategy-as-practice literature, strategy 

text needs more attention (De La Ville & Mounoud, 2015). Ricouer describes text as “a 

discourse fixated by writing” (Ricoeur, 1981: 146). This understanding of text fits well with 

the strategy-as-practice literature, where strategy as a static attribute of the firm has been 

discarded and scholars have switched to seeing strategy as something people do (Arnaud et al., 

2016; Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). Strategy is in flight (Whittington et al., 2006), however as 

strategy is written down, it becomes momentarily fixated and actors can step from this 

temporary platform to engage in rework and, from text, move strategy forward. Additionally, 

in traditional literary theory, texts gain meaning only if they relate to existing work in some 

shape or form (De La Ville & Mounoud, 2015). Writing strategy therefore has to relate to either 

extant strategy literature or past versions of itself to create consistency and enable readers and 

writers to “recognize, situate and appreciate the text in continuum of literary production” (De 

La Ville & Mounoud, 2015: 255).  

For strategy to “classify” as strategic, “text must bring together appropriate standards, rules, 

and criteria that explicitly connect it to the discipline of management and to various genres 

relevant to strategy, such as management reports, business plans, development plans, 

refocusing plans, asset redeployment plans, etc.” (De La Ville & Mounoud, 2015: 255). De La 

Ville and Mounoud thus argue that strategy text entails some element of planning (see also 

Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2011), and that it touches upon topics that are relevant for an 

organizations’ strategic aspirations and prioritizations. Furthermore, strategy texts have 
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contextual dependencies because they relate to existing strategy texts within the organization 

in which they have been produced. Finally, strategy texts are governed by “discursive orders” 

from the management discipline and the organizational discourse (Hardy, 2004). To 

paraphrase, strategy texts’ context matters for purposefully conveying messages between 

writer and reader, and strategy texts rely on past strategy texts and tacit ways of working in a 

given organization. Therefore, the materiality in which text is recorded is also consequential 

for how strategy text is produced. For example, PowerPoint presentations are suitable for high 

level visualizations and abstractions (Knight, Paroutis, & Heracleous, 2018), whereas strategy 

reports and documents facilitate more in-depth prose and detailed descriptions of a strategy 

formulation (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). Therefore, materiality matters for the formulation of 

strategies in text (Dameron et al., 2015b).  

Within strategy-as-practice, strategy formulation and implementation are often viewed as 

mutually constitutive as they unfold in practice, and separating them is argued to be an 

academic and detached exercise (Jarzabkowski, 2005; Leonardi, 2015). Nonetheless, this paper 

operationalizes a distinction, as it puts emphasis on the formulation of strategy. Because the 

problem of concern is how practitioners engage practices for producing text enabling the 

formulation of strategies, I do not explicate the co-creating activity concerning implementation, 

but merely accept it as an included element of the strategizing activities I study. 

Throughout the remainder of this paper, I draw on these theoretical inspirations to investigate 

how a group of designated writers receive input from a steering committee as they work and 

rework a material document articulating a grand strategy for DT. From this theoretical 

foundation, I develop a model explaining how writers engage practices of concretization as 

they work on writing strategy formulations based on abstract strategy discourse. I thereby 

contribute to literature on materiality in strategy-as-practice by showing how a material 
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Microsoft Word document becomes through writing, focusing on the writers’ activity as they 

attempt to formulate one final version of a document that potentially satisfies all parties.  
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3. METHOD 

3.1. Participatory ethnography 

Ethnography is appropriate for capturing how a material strategy becomes through writing 

strategy text because it allows the researcher to be physically present as strategizing happens 

in its context, thus recording the strategy activity “in flight” (Golsorkhi et al., 2015; 

Whittington et al., 2006). To gain access to the quality of data I desired, I have taken inspiration 

from involved or even auto-ethnographic stances towards ethnography (Bourgoin, Bencherki, 

& Faraj, 2019; Spradley, 1980; Van Maanen, 2011; Watson, 2018). As such, I was involved in 

drafting the initial version of the document that serves as the focal point of my analysis. I 

thereby intrude the “involvement paradox” (Langley & Klag, 2017) as I have had to involve 

myself in order to get sufficiently close to practitioners and their work to understand it, while 

simultaneously maintaining the discipline enabling me to reflect critically on my informants’ 

sayings and doings. This balancing of involvement has been a longstanding concern for 

ethnographers, however as the findings reported in this paper reflect this dilemma, involvement 

provides a sincere understanding and thus a concise theorization of the phenomena I study 

(Becker, 1967; Fine, 1993). Additionally, there have been calls for more involved ethnography 

in studies of practices (Vesa & Vaara, 2014), as opposed to attempts to disentangle the 

researcher through fly-on-the wall ethnographies (Jarzabkowski, Bednarek, & Spee, 2015). 

My approach to the involvement paradox has been pragmatic in that I have contributed with 

input, e.g., co-writing the initial draft of the strategy proposal this paper investigates and 

presentations on topics such as cultural anchoring, open strategy, etc., in exchange for access 

to everyday strategy work such as meetings, away days, a seat in the office, etc. This has not 

affected my critical reflexivity (Cunliffe, 2015) towards the people I analyze or the 

organization they work for. Instead, it has aided me in living up to the notion of creating thick 
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descriptions of the reality I have studied (Geertz, 1973), as I have genuinely involved myself 

in the daily work and life of the people I observed to understand how strategy formulations 

become through writing in material artifacts.  

 

3.2. Research setting  

This paper builds on data collected within the IT department of a large global manufacturing 

company, named BEM. BEM is a pseudonym, as all names, places and date identifiers have 

been pseudonymized. BEM is an industry leader in providing hardware solutions for societal 

grand challenges (George, Howard - Grenville, Joshi, & Tihanyi, 2016), and its sector is shaped 

by turbulence from emerging waves of digital technologies and startups trying to disrupt the 

incumbents. In this context, I witnessed first-hand how the IT department tackled an increasing 

internal demand from R&D, Aftermarket & Sales, to develop digital solutions facilitating the 

use of Machine Learning, Mobile, and Cloud in everyday business operations. During the 

initial part of my data collection, the IT department had an interim CIO. The absence of a 

designated leader, enticed individuals from the subsequent management layer to seize an 

opportunity for taking unsolicited action. This in form of bringing people together from IT, 

R&D, and A&S to collectively formulate strategy for DT bottom up. The idea in its core was 

to create a strategy document containing a grand strategy formulation for DT and then push it 

to the rest of the organization. They named the project the DT-Base. Because DT is a 

comprehensive task, as it includes multiple stakeholders and potentially allows for radically 

rethinking existing ways of working (Vial, 2019), the notion of a collective document was 

introduced. This was to act  as an emerging artifact that would travel between stakeholders, 

including R&D and A&S, to eventually form the foundation for a combined DT strategy pitch 

to BEM’s executive management. Management from IT appointed three people to be 

designated writers, as they were to write the strategy formulation prose based on a series of 
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reoccurring meetings between managers from R&D, A&S and IT. The team of designated 

writers consisted of specialists from IT. As I have followed both general meetings with 

managers discussing the strategy formulation, and the subsequent writers meetings, I 

experienced how those strategists designated with writing engaged various practices for 

concretizing often abstract strategy discourse through text.  

 

3.3. Data  

Consistent with my ambition of creating thick descriptions of contextualized events (Geertz, 

1973) the data collection has systematically followed the strategizing activities related to the 

DT-Base project. I have recorded verbatim dialogue, descriptions of physical environments 

and sensual impressions in ethnographic field notes (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995; 

Jarzabkowski, Bednarek, & Lê, 2014), along with organizing follow up interviews with those 

people in and around the particular strategizing process. I have conducted both ethnographic 

interviews and formal, which serve different purposes (Brinkann & Kvale, 2018; Spradley, 

1979). I used the ethnographic interviews to, when possible, follow up on something said or 

done immediately after meetings, as well as getting access to informants who were too busy to 

agree on scheduled interviews. I captured these interviews in my log, and wrote them up as 

field notes come the first give chance (Emerson et al., 1995). Additionally, I conducted formal 

interviews to allow for in-depth questioning of how they themselves reflected on their 

experiences of having the strategy document in the locus of their strategy formulation process. 

I have conducted interviews mainly from within the IT department, and during the DT-Base, I 

especially focused on those involved here. See Table 1, for overview of interviews and 

meetings with foundational informants.  
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Table 1: informants in interviews and meetings 

Informants Position Department Formal Ethnographic Total Meetings  

Malcolm Lynch* Enterprise architect IT 1 1 2 16 

Alan Perry  Head of S&A S&A - - - 2 

Michael Erikson Middle manager IT 1 - 1 - 

John Hart Middle manager IT 1 - 1 - 

James Marshall* Project manager IT 2 1 3 16 

Fleming Soerensen Head of security IT - - - 7 

Jan Johansson Senior manager IT 2 2 4 10 

Martin Hughes Senior manager IT 1 - 1 7 

Peter Flemington Middle manager IT - - - 7 

Liam Thompson Senior manager IT - 1 1 7 

Mike Brewer* Senior specialist IT 3 1 4 9 

William Robinson Specialist IT 1 - 1 4 

Karen Baker Specialist IT - 3 3 3 

Stewart Fisher Specialist R&D - - - 2 

Daniel Morrison Specialist R&D - - - 2 

Total     12 9 21 (25) 

*These people were assigned as designated writers    

 

The foundational data for this paper is a four month excerpt from a larger data collection 

spanning one and a half years. While this paper focuses on a subset of the bigger dataset, its 

entirety serves as grounds for contextualizing findings and understanding how the particular 

strategy initiative had consequential influence on strategy formulation within BEM in a larger 

perspective. Table 2 provides an overview of the total data set and specifies which data has 

been foundational for this paper. It further explicates the way I have engaged data by depicting 

its properties. Evidently, the document itself and the meetings were particularly foundational, 

why their role will be explicated in the subsequent sections.  
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Table 2: overview of data 

  

Source Total data set 
Foundational 

for this paper 
Properties of Data 

 

Observations 

 

800 hours across  

1.5 years 

 

 250 hours 

across 4 months 

 

Showed changes in the strategy document 

as a product of writers’ practices 

 

Interviews 

 

23 semi-structured &  

29 Ethnographic 

interviews 

 

12 semi-

structured &  

9 Ethnographic 

interviews 

 

Explicated observations and dug deeper in 

the activity surrounding the project 

 

Meetings 

 

76 

 

25 

 

Foundational for the analysis as they 

structured the strategy formulation 

process along with the document  

 

Microsoft 

word 

strategy 

document 

 

14 iterations 14 iterations 

 

Foundational for the analysis as it 

structured the strategy formulation 
process along with the meetings 

 

Emails 

 

 

Other 

documents 

 

1300 emails 

 

 

3000 documents 

 

250 emails 

 

 

600 documents 

 

Complemented field notes and meeting 

observations 

 

Secondary 

 

3.3.1. The document 

In order to formulate a shared strategic vision for IT, A&S and R&D, Jan Johansson, a manager 

from IT, began gathering relevant people. Meanwhile, he also introduced the idea of having a 

shared document in the center of the strategizing initiative. One single repository for a 

collective formulation of a grand DT strategy, following and capturing the requirements and 

ideas from IT but also R&D and A&S throughout the process. Jan Johansson explained: 
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 “We need to create a ‘document’ that is valid for the entire BEM organization and not just IT. 

It should be in the form of slides with small fact boxes so that it is grounded. The project will 

run in two groupings, the producers of the ‘document’ and the steering committee to secure 

management anchoring… and we need to incorporate the different departments, otherwise it 

will become incredibly political!” (Jan Johansson, meeting obs.)  

He thus set the rough outline for the structural properties of the document, and displayed how 

he envisioned the document to work. A writing team taking notes for producing the strategy 

document and a steering committee contributing with input. The writing team was a fixed three 

people constellation, whereas the steering committee varied from 5-10 attendants as it touched 

on different topics.  As Jan Johansson explained, the plan was initially to produce a shared slide 

deck, but this format was changed as Liam Thompson suggested: We have had some things 

where we have gone into PowerPoints too soon and things have been lost in translation. (Liam 

Thompson, meeting obs.). The steering committee therefore decided on producing a “charter” 

(word document) consisting of coherent prose. Malcolm Lynch, James Marshall and Mike 

Brewer were assigned as writers of the document, and I too participated in taking notes from 

the meetings and writing them up for the team. This resulted in 14 iterations of the document 

(see Table 1).  As the incremental development between the 14 iterations is impractical to 

convey, I produce seven vignettes condensing the strategy work as it happened (Jarzabkowski 

et al., 2014). Vignettes are relevant for showing the interaction between different groups of 

practitioners as they engage with materiality, and has previously been used in like-minded 

studies (e.g. Belmondo & Sargis-Roussel, 2015; Jarzabkowski et al., 2013).  The vignettes take 

point of departure in the common meeting structure and agenda items such as when the 

document would be enough, topical disagreements, and general discussion on what the role of 

the document was, followed by an inside view from the writing team as they reconvened to 

concretize the abstract strategy discourse they had received. Below, Table 3 is displaying the 
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different iterations of the document, with a high-level overview of the changes introduced 

between them.  



   

165 

 

 

Table 3: document iterations 

Iteration Words Change Writers Document Name 

1 615 Notes  IT, A&S, R&D Notes for the 1st version charter 

2 211 Structure in bullets First Author Structure charter 

3 2.309 First draft 
Me and the IT 

Writing team 
Charter for a joint Digital Transformation at BEM Draft V1 Mike 

4 1.902 Comments and rewrite IT writing team Charter for a joint Digital Transformation at BEM Draft V1 Malcolm comment 

5 2.320 Comments and rewrite IT writing team Digital Transformation Charter June 2018 w Jan J. Comments 

6 2.514 Total rewrite IT writing team Revised Digital Transformation Charter June 2018 for Mike 

7 2.731 Concerns regarding mode II added IT writing team Charter for a joint Digital Transformation at BEM  

8 2.884 Focusing on what when and where IT writing team Charter for a joint Digital Transformation at BEM  

9 2.727 Rhetorical questions added IT writing team Charter for a joint Digital Transformation at BEM  w. Rhetorical questions 

10 1.371 
Trimming and change to bullet 

form 
IT writing team Joint Charter for Digital Transformation at BEM V3-6  

11 3.543 Figures added IT writing team Joint Charter for Digital Transformation at BEM V3-9 

12 3.676 Smaller changes IT writing team Joint Charter for Digital Transformation at BEM V3-11 

13 3.703 Illustrations added IT writing team Joint Charter for Digital Transformation at BEM V3-12 w images 

14 491 
Change from word to  PowerPoint 

A&S, R&D and 

IT writing team 
Digital Charter PP 
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3.3.2. Meetings 

Meetings’ extensive role in strategizing is well-established in the strategy as practice literature 

(Seidl & Guérard, 2015). Evidently, it was also vastly consequential for BEM as a major part 

of their daily work hours were allocated to attending or organizing meetings. During strategy 

work for the DT-Base, I attended 25 designated meetings. The most common rhythm of these 

meetings was that managers from A&S, R&D, and IT met in plenum to generally discuss 

strategic prioritizations and ambitions for the DT strategy formulation. Here, the writing team 

was present too, and they would then regroup to discuss how to construct the strategy text in 

coherent prose afterwards. Furthermore, I learned that many essential things transpired in the 

peripherals of the boundaries of meetings. Small talk in the beginning of meetings as 

participants gradually joined, had consequential influence on how the meeting unfolded as some 

would try to set the agenda before everybody was present (see also Mirivel & Tracy, 2005). 

Accordingly, I always strived to arrive 5-10 minutes early and be the last to leave. 

  

3.4. Analyzing data 

I have taken an explorative approach to the analysis, and have worked with composing case 

narratives and coding data for practices related to producing strategy formulation in text with 

an open mind and interest in the lived experiences of the informants. Concurrently, I have 

visited various literatures to find suitable explanatory theories (Gehman et al., 2017). Case 

narratives draw on interviews, meeting notes, interviews, and secondary data to explain 

dynamics or events of particular interest. From these, the initial stage of analysis occurred whilst 

I was in the field. Here I discovered that the very process of strategy formulation was structured 

by the development of the document, and this immediately became an element of interest. I saw 

how the discussions took their point of departure in the artifact and how putting ones mark on 
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it was important for the actors, while meanwhile the writing team struggled with concretizing 

sometimes conflicting inputs into text that represented a shared strategy formulation. As I 

locked into this dynamic, I began seeking extant literature on materiality and strategy text to 

further explain the things I saw. From this platform, I returned to my data to refine the case 

narratives with the renewed ambition of trying to explain the activity of the writers as they 

experienced it. As I have indulged in a participatory style of ethnography (Bourgoin et al., 

2019), I was able to draw inspiration from phenomenological methods to analyze how the 

writers engaged practices for concretizing abstract strategy input from their lived experiences 

in context. As such, I have taken inspiration in the qualitative interpretive technique referred to 

as meaning condensation (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). Here, I broke down the narratives into 

smaller parts, or natural units, that allowed me to single out and focus in more depth on the 

meaning of the excerpt. Condensing these meanings enabled me to uncover six practices of 

accepting, ignoring/avoiding, rephrasing/adjusting, illustrating, condensing, and hijacking, all 

concerned with translating abstract strategy discourse from the steering committee meetings 

into concretized strategy formulations that would fit as text in the next iteration of the document 

(see Table 4).  

In praxis, these practices were entangled, as the writers combined them in various ways to adjust 

for a given situation. However singled out, the practice of accepting strategy discourse entailed 

incorporating input directly into the artifact if it resonated with something existing, or the writer 

simply agreed it was appropriate. Sometimes, this would not be the case and they would instead 

ignore/avoid the input as they were convinced the steering committee member actually meant 

something else, or the writer did not approve of the particular strategy discourse. When they 

saw some elements of usefulness in a given rhetoric, they would sometimes rephrase or adjust 

it to existing text, in attempts of concretizing the overall formulation. Converting abstract 
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discourse into something concrete, sometimes, paradoxically, led the writers engage highly 

abstract illustrations stemming from corporate metaphors such as space rockets, trains, boats, 

fast food restaurants etc. However, they would soon return to try and condense strategy 

discourse to limit the length of the document thus ensuring the steering committee would 

actually read it again. Lastly, the writers sometimes took autonomous control of the document 

and the strategizing process as they hijacked the document through introducing new strategy 

discourses that were not conceived in the steering committee but by the writers themselves.  
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Table 4: excerpts of coding, six practices of concretizing, and natural units 

Excerpts  of meaning condensation 

coding 
Practices Example of natural unit 

Satisfying the steering committee 

Insisting on consistency and concreteness 

Incorporating concrete strategic aspirations 

Selecting one over the other 

Ensuring the respective department ‘s 

critical role in DT is explicitly stated in the 

document 

Opening scope to embrace more nuances of 

strategy discourse 

Accepting 

Malcolm Lynch:' It wasn’t so far off then, but perhaps 

we should terminate the organizational proposal. 

Great comments though! 

Meeting deadlines by leaving it out 

Unfamiliar/unhappy with an idea so they 

leave it out 

Convinced the sender meant something 

else 

Leaving it out to keep it concrete and 

maintain coherence in to past iteration  

Ignoring/ 

Avoiding 

James Marshall had received input from Martin 

Hughes to use a “strategy triangle” as a structure for 

the document, and he presented this input on the 

writing team meeting: ‘We should use this triangle of 

why, what, and how and then every department has to 

be able to see themselves in the final drawing’. 

Malcolm Lynch, however was not impressed with this 

way of working and responded sarcastically 'If you 

bring that damned  triangle, I do not know what I will 

do' 

Perfecting or adjusting phrases and making 

them fit an existing element in the 

document 

Rephrasing to tap into an existing discourse 

Speeding up the process and creating 

concrete buy-in 

Rephrasing/ 

Adjusting 

In reply to the disapproval from Malcolm Lynch of 

the strategy triangle, James Marshall drew a very 

small triangle on the whiteboard. After some 

discussion, Malcolm suggested a diagram of three 

overlapping circles and said that there should be a 

center of digital excellence in the middle. 

Using metaphors to convey a complex idea 

Concretizing who the end-reader is 

(communication vs. accuracy)  

Looking good to their immediate superiors 

and  appearing as capable writers/strategy 

text producers 

Illustrating 

That was Mike (who created a visualization) he is 

excellent at visual and graphic representations. The 

thing with his slides is that everybody sees them and 

agrees that they are great! (so they decided on using 

it) 

Limiting the length of the document to get 

the steering committee to read again 

Sticking with one structure that is 

recognizable, and easy for the steering 

committee to relate to 

Condensing abstract strategy discourse to 

make it more concrete 

Condensing 

Malcolm Lynch: 'Alan Perry spend a great deal of 

time on that presentation yesterday and he wanted 

something that could change the game! (We have an 

application) and we can keep improving this, but it is 

not enough. I want something that I cannot wholly 

explain' 

“Winning” influence on how the document 

is written  

Being part of a "successful" project  

Getting the right people to see this 

Creating concrete impact for later 

evaluation 

Hijacking 

Malcolm Lynch: ‘I think it is reachable to create the 

template before next week, but not fill it in. Perhaps 

we should just hand over an empty document. Or at 

least we need to agree on what story we want to tell' 
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4. FINDINGS 

As in the case of most qualitative research based on rich ethnographic data, this paper is 

constrained by a tradeoff between conveying the substantial empirical foundation that the 

analysis is based on and staying within the format of an academic research paper (Eisenhardt 

& Graebner, 2007). In this paper, the trade-off is particularly evident because the analysis 

focuses on ongoing strategy formulation activity emerging between people in changing settings. 

The following section therefore focuses on the specific practices of the writing team as they 

were in the steering committee meetings and contemplating their response alone, presented 

using seven vignettes (Jarzabkowski et al., 2014). Whereas the last six vignettes alternate 

between steering committee meetings and the writers’ follow up activity, the first vignette 

briefly depicts an introductory plenum meeting to illustrate the commencement of the project 

and the origin of the need for concretizing abstract strategy discourse. Collectively, they convey 

the becoming of strategy formulations as they show how abstract strategy discourse becomes 

fixated in material text by the designated writers as they engage practices for concretizing the 

steering committee input.  

 

4.1. The need for concretization arises 

During a two-hour meeting, IT, A&S, and R&D discussed and explained their aspirations for 

DT, and it quickly became evident that ambitions were high. As the head of A&S, Alan Perry 

explained: “If what we are doing now (this project) is not capable of changing what we do 

(every day operations) radically, it is simply not good enough!” Already at this early stage, the 

writers grew concerned with how they should deal with these ambitions in writing, and sought 

to concretize the distribution of roles and establish a modus operandi enabling them to articulate 

the voluminous strategy discourse in text. Writer, James Marshall, asked: “How much do we 
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share (between the departments), and how much is individual? (for R&D, A&S, and IT). I think 

(the document) is a subset of some shared strategic initiatives. If that is the case, we might not 

be able to write anything without clearing it with 30 something people every time?” These 

concerns were trifled by a strategist from A&S as he said: “Some ground rules should do it.”  

From this initial meeting between A&S, R&D, and IT, a rough draft was composed (by me and 

the writing team), condensing the meeting notes into a 2,000 word first draft, summing up what 

was said by the respective parties. The document was structured around the purpose of the 

document, scope of the initiative, problem statement, raison d’être, suggestions on how to 

execute the strategic ambitions, and questions that needed clarification. From this point of 

departure, the writing team took over, and I was allowed to observe and follow the two groups.  

 

4.2. Topical tug-of-war  

As usual, Malcolm Lynch opened the steering committee meeting with a status update and the 

agenda for the day’s meeting, including a feedback session on the latest document iteration. 

The head of operations, Liam Thompson, joined via phone and started commenting. “A 

condition for running this kind of digital setup is that we need to consider some totally new 

technical things regarding speed etc. We need to touch upon the operational aspects or it will 

just become an issue along the way. Right now, there are many clichés and statements without 

backings that becomes sort of truisms.” Writer James Marshall sought a concrete example that 

could guide his forthcoming writing and responded: “Time is of the essence and stuff like that?” 

Liam Thompson confirmed enthusiastically with a: “Yes exactly! - We need to bring in the 

operations stuff!” As the writing team wrote down Liam Thompsons comments and asked if 

they could have his written notes (they could not as they were in his personal log), the head of 

security, Flemming Soerensen, commented: “The document is seemingly fine - but (IT) security 
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is not mentioned before page 4!” He paused for dramatic effect, but Martin Hughes understood 

that he was done and began suggesting that the main deficiency in the document was the 

different understandings held by A&S, R&D, and IT of what digital transformation was. He 

said: “we need a common language!” Meanwhile, Jan Johansson entered the meeting and 

proclaimed to the attendees: “We need to have transparency and the ability to execute across 

IT, R&D, and A&S. That is what we are going for!” After the meeting, the three writers 

retreated to digest the various topical inputs.  

 

4.2.1. Fixating strategy discourse concerning topical tug-of-war  

The designated writers were concerned about how to incorporate the different topical interests 

in a way that satisfied all of them sufficiently. James Marshall summed up the situation: “Liam 

is concerned with how everything is governed and Jan has a bimodal agenda. Martin Hughes 

has an agenda that we create a common language.” As the team could not point out any obvious 

solution for joining all the competing interests, James Marshall had a suggestion: “My intention 

is that we create an ‘innovation capability’. We need to outline some rough next steps, and 

create a pitch in that direction.” By condensing all interests into a general innovation capability, 

the writers avoided addressing all the competing strategy discourses in detail, and could instead 

mention them as equal subsets under one headline. However, deciding on hijacking the 

document and autonomously pulling the artifact in another direction by pitching an idea that 

did not originate from the steering committee appeared to be beyond the task they were given. 

Asked if it was their job to write down the strategy discourse of the steering committee 

meticulously word-by-word or if it was to challenge them, James Marshall answered, “I don’t 

know… I think my job is to challenge, not to give them what they want necessarily. I hope to 

do more than just the right hand work Jan Johansson would have done himself had he had the 
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time.” Upon deciding to go in this direction and pitch the innovation capability idea in the next 

iteration, Malcolm Lynch concluded the meeting by stating: “It has to be high on 

communication, then the accuracy will follow.” Their initial attempt for concretizing the 

competing strategy discourses was thereby paradoxically to introduce more abstract strategy 

discourse in the form of an encapsulating term of “innovation capability.” However, by 

hijacking the document and introducing a new, hopefully shared, term, they saw an opportunity 

to potentially unite the steering committee and begin making concrete formulations for how the 

division of labor should be arranged in the forthcoming strategy realization, who should be 

involved, and what the scope of the DT strategy should be. 

 

4.2.2. Summing up topical tug-of-war 

During the strategy meetings, the steering committee members all pulled the document in their 

direction, as they believe their particular work area and ambitions for a successful DT were the 

most important. The designated writers thus had to concretize and combine these incompatible 

strategy discourses through practices of concretizing strategy formulations. Specifically, they 

opted to hijack the document in an attempt to avoid satisfying individual requests and instead 

create a new term that covered them all, as the writers introduced an “innovation capability”. 

The introduction of this all new term illustrates that by engaging the steering committee 

critically and insisting on detailed feedback, the writers found room for deploying the rather 

drastical practice of hijacking the document to fixate the different abstract strategy discourses 

from the collective meetings into one concrete originating from the writers.  
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4.3. Adding more  

After the steering committee had had time to read the document, the writers understood that 

their attempt to hijack the document and shift the agenda had been unsuccessful. The topical 

tug-of-war continued in the proceeding meetings and the writing team became frustrated with 

the process. They needed concrete input on how to update the document in a new iteration. 

Martin Hughes eventually picked up on this and said: “When we want more speed. Can we 

make it concrete instead of abstract? We need a concrete case. As it is, the level of abstraction 

is too demanding for the reader.” Malcolm Lynch, who had repeatedly asked for this input 

nodded enthusiastically, and rapidly asked for him to elaborate “Can I just comment before we 

move on? What I would like is an input for how we get to a point where you are able to make 

a recommendation on the other side of the summer break.” Martin Hughes understood that he 

was about to commit to making the document, and subsequently the strategy formulation, 

concrete, and began backing out: “Isn’t it the idea that we start broadly (in the document) and 

then narrow it down?” James Marshall and Malcolm Lynch, who had worked hard on 

concretizing the document during this iteration by condensing the abstract strategy discourse 

from the initial meetings, shared a look. James Marshall said, “Yes, we have already started 

broadly and now we need to use it as a foundation for making a decision!” Malcolm Lynch 

concurred that “I think first, it is a question of getting there (to a narrower version)” in an effort 

to shut down discussions opening up the document again. Martin Hughes, however, was not 

inclined to accept limiting the document just yet, as he stated: “I miss a discussion about 

business in the beginning, and then I think we start talking data very quickly. I know it played 

a big part in the first meeting, but still.” Malcolm Lynch, however, was not inclined to simply 

accept new input in to the document and asked Martin Hughes “Well, what do you mean about 

business?” Unaffected by Malcolm’s particular question, Martin engaged in a lengthy 
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monologue on what additional elements needed to be incorporated in the document. 

Afterwards, James Marshall looked discouraged and slightly agitated as he tried summing up 

“Ehm… So, you are introducing some paradoxes in our current (organizational) setup and… 

Ehh… the thing is that it (the document) just keeps growing!” Malcolm backed this up by 

saying: “I am thinking that we need to make it sharp so that we do not just put stuff in!” Martin 

Hughes, however, was not inclined to stand down from his request and addressed the broader 

group as he insistently stated: “It could be cool to have that capability map (for business) 

though.”  

 

4.3.1. Fixating strategy discourse concerning adding more  

A meeting was organized to decide how to respond to the steering committee insisting on 

adding more to the document. Just as we arrived, we received an email from Mike Brewer with 

the latest version of the document. His task had been to incorporate minor updates prior to our 

meeting, but had - self-proclaimed - ignored the task he was given and had “exploded the entire 

job.” Before Mike Brewer arrived, Malcolm Lynch opened the meeting: “It annoys me a little 

bit that he has to do this all the time. I basically like his efforts, but we are also back to square 

one. There are many different versions of this document, and this is just another one - however 

I do like what he has done.” James Marshal, who had joined in as Malcolm was talking 

concurred “Yeah, it will also be confusing for the others. They have taken a stance towards the 

old version - now they have to take this new one in!” Following this testament of the writers' 

concerns for maintaining coherence between iterations, Mike Brewer entered. Upon discussion, 

the team accepted his “new” version as a new point of departure, but discussed if they could 

accept Martin Hughes’ input and target the document at a specific business issue – e.g. winning 

tenders - to focus and start narrowing the scope for making the document more concrete. 
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Eventually, the team decided that the next version of the document would be aimed at a business 

issue, and would present a “mode I,” targeted at the traditional way of optimizing what was 

already there, and a “mode II”, aimed more at rethinking, and creating tiger teams that could 

do this. As such, they accepted the premise of Martin Hughes’ input, while simultaneously 

adjusting it to fit the newest “exploded” version of the document. Finally, the group discussed 

whether the document was sufficiently ready to be uploaded to a shared server for the steering 

committee to access. Malcolm Lynch said: “Just put it up there, I guarantee you that no one is 

reading what is up there! The text is way too much, and they are probably not going to read it!” 

James Marshall contemplated this, and stated: “The trick will be to find time!” As a result, they 

devised a plan, not known to the steering committee, to dedicate the first half and hour in the 

next meeting, which was to last one and a half hours in total, for reading the updated version of 

the document.  

 

4.3.2. Summing up “adding more” 

As the steering committee received and reviewed the latest edition of the strategy document, 

they continued to provide new suggestions by injecting new abstract strategy discourse in the 

meetings to be implemented in the following document iteration.  This overtime added more 

and more, resulting in a document that grew in length and complexity. In response, the writing 

team intensified their efforts of challenging the committee members to assess which practices 

would be most suitable for concretizing and translating their abstract strategy discourse into 

coherent text. Previously, they had attempted to hijack the document and introduce a new term 

“innovation capability”, and now found it more appropriate to engage a different practice of 

accepting selected input while also combining it with adjust/rephrasing other to fit with their 

own new version of the document.  



   

177 

 

 

4.4. Negotiating the role of the document 

By “tricking” the steering committee into reading, the writing team created a foundation for 

concrete input by ensuring that the managers were updated. However, they did also spark 

disapproval from some of the managers. Over the following iterations of the document and 

follow-up meetings, the writing team became frustrated with the seemingly never-ending 

reiteration of the document. Therefore, they intensified their push for the steering committee to 

concretize their strategy discourse and commit to a plan for how to proceed and execute. This 

sparked new discussions of what the role of the document was, and who the document was 

actually for. Liam Thompson stated: “This (the document) should also prepare executive 

management! We need to set the stage so that we don’t run into a surprise in the end.” Mike 

Brewer picked up on that and retorted: “Exactly, how do you plan on taking it to executive 

management? Will you bring it individually and agree on some points?” Jan Johansson 

concurred: “Yes we will, We will utilize that we have three influencers and agree on a common 

manuscript. I would like to use this document to put forward a problematization people can say 

either yes or no to. It is not a question of providing solutions but a question of providing 

problems! The document should have a table of content making suggestions for our 

recommendations. What is operations, what is governance, etc.” Mike Brewer had long looked 

like someone ruminating how to understand the role of the document and finally said: “I think 

we are possibly trying to solve two problems in the same document! How do we communicate 

that it is urgent and important. Pains and gains. What is it that we cannot do? We need a high-

level table of content, governance … so forth. Then we also need to say that we are 80% in 

agreement in IT, but do we agree across the three organizations? (R&D, A&S, and IT) One 

more round (iteration of the document) would (pauses) ... this is about as good as it gets. We 
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have so many cooks in the kitchen. Now someone has to grab it, and say this is it!” Jan Johanson 

did not seem to acknowledge the problem with too many cooks, but acknowledged the different 

layers as he summed up, “I think this observation about two documents perhaps has weight. 

One that addresses our level, ‘how do we do this’. And then one that says, ‘how do we sell 

this’.”  

 

4.4.1. Fixating strategy discourse concerning the role of the document  

At the following writers meeting, the team picked up the discussion of the role of the document. 

Malcolm Lynch argued that the document could only speak for the IT department, whereas 

James Marshall saw it as a collective proposal. The confusion was understandable; during the 

string of meetings, the document had been called a project brief, a charter, a pitch, a 

compendium, an argument, and a slide deck. Mike Brewer provided his perspective on the 

document: “The problem is that I for one cannot answer the question of what it is we are trying 

to achieve!” James Marshall agreed that the role was unclear, but was eager to provide some 

suggestions for how to deal with it in writing as he said: “I have some suggestions on that point. 

We are in the process of lobbying and creating awareness of what digital transformation is. The 

way I see the situation is that we are having a McDonalds and we need to serve the customer. 

But who is the customer, and what do we do when he brings the wine or even the beef himself? 

Do we invite him in to the shop or do we integrate him in some other way? So how does the 

foundation look today? We should look at an as-is scenario - the way our IT department is today 

with the various projects - and a to-be scenario, where we present what is needed in the future. 

Digital business should be on top of it! The way I see what Jan said, is that I see it as a way to 

buy some time. To get in to the ‘what’ we need, but without discussing the more complex ‘who 

does what’.” Malcolm Lynch looked slightly more content but continued to reply: “I honestly 
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don’t know where we go from here. How do we convey this message in the document? I 

somehow feel that it would have been great if they (executive management and the steering 

committee) had been here and just kept their mouths shut and listened!” James Marshall agreed 

as he said: “That would have been great! We need to - to use a word I hate - disrupt ourselves.” 

To disrupt themselves, they decided on putting less emphasis on the heavy prose and instead 

focus on explaining the elements of the artifact through illustrations. Starting from the 

McDonalds metaphor, they developed various figures, and eventually ended up crafting a full 

page figure depicting various trains and a space shuttle with rocket launchers carrying a grand 

scale DT initiative for all of BEM, while the trains drew on strings from a business capability 

map. However, that did not settle the topical tug-of-war, the continued adding of more, and the 

discussions of the role of the document as it continued through the 14 iterations. Eventually, 

the document was condensed to a single PowerPoint slide, and the overall strategic initiative, 

in its original form, was discontinued. 

 

4.4.2. Summing up negotiating the role of the document 

The strategy formulation process progressed with steering committee meetings where the 

committee members read the newest iteration and provided feedback, which was instantly 

challenged by the writers. This was followed by a new writers’ meeting where they discussed 

which practices to engage for concretizing the new input. Finally, this resulted in a new iteration 

for the steering committee to re-read and review. As this stream of new iterations continued the 

writers did not see a progression in genuine commitment to concretize the strategy discourse. 

The writers thus presented the steering committee with this critique, and made a shift in their 

approach to engage a practice for concretizing the strategy formulations of introducing 

illustrations that were high on communication, but also low on accuracy. Their final attempts 
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of writing a shared strategy formulation, thus led them to reduce the coherent prose and instead 

focus on illustrating the strategy through diagrams and drawings.   

 

4.5. Moving away from the document 

During this analysis, I have exposed how strategy discourse becomes fixated in an artifact as it 

is written down, and how a team of writers engaged practices of accepting, ignoring, rephrasing, 

illustrating, condensing and hijacking for concretizing abstract strategy discourse. As the 

vignettes above focus on common agenda items in the meetings, and are constructed to illustrate 

how the writing team engaged practices for dealing with abstract strategy discourse; the 

overarching development of the document is less obvious. Table 5, below, addresses this, as it 

displays how the purpose statement in the document changed from the first coherent document 

to the last. I reveal that in the writing team’s intensive attempts to fixate concrete strategy 

formulations in text, paradoxically, they found themselves increasing the document’s 

complexity and magnitude until it became too vast to communicate the intended grand DT 

strategy formulation that was shared between R&D, A&S, and IT. The strategy formulation 

work was thus taken from the writing team as R&D condensed the document into a single 

PowerPoint slide.  
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Table 5: Development in purpose statement  

 

            Iteration 3                                                                     Iteration 13 

 

This charter serves the 

purpose of clarifying 

what digital 

transformation means 

for R&D, IT, and A&S 

combined, why BEM 

needs to pursue it, and 

how BEM is going to 

engage it to be able to 

communicate the need 

for a digital 

transformation to 

executive 

management. 

 

The purpose of initiating this joint work is to recommend concrete ways forward 

whereby BEM can significantly accelerate and optimize the local digital 

transformations that are already underway to significantly accelerate the 

benefits for BEM and our customers and ensure the integrated capabilities 

required to compete digitally over time. Ultimately, the scope of business 

benefits would be likely to touch every business or customer outcome where 

information, insight or automation is of value.  Nearer-term specific benefits 

include accelerating BEMs’ ability to win and deliver on (governmental 

tenders) via digital twins and end-to-end cost and risk transparency, decreasing 

time-to-market of (acquisition) roadmap and offerings, and in general 

increasing business agility and speed in IT-enabled business processes.  To 

achieve these benefits and more, this Charter outlines how BEM can ensure a 

common plan and drive collaboration on existing and planned digital initiatives 

to ensure innovative, coherent, secure and cost-effective digital capabilities for 

BEM and related customer services. 
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5. DISCUSSION  

This paper asked how strategists designated with writing strategy formulations in text, engage 

practices for concretizing abstract strategy discourse in a material artifact. Across the seven 

recently presented vignettes, stemming from an involved ethnography, I have applied a practice 

perspective to address this question. From my findings, I articulate three contributions where 

the main addition is insights to the strategy-as-practice literature on materiality.  

First, I contribute to a relatively overlooked area within practice research on materiality, as I 

explore how the production of text in materiality influence the strategizing process (De La Ville 

& Mounoud, 2015; Ricoeur, 1981). Furthermore, I answer calls for more research on the 

processual unfolding of materiality (Burgelman et al., 2018), as I focus on the process of 

strategizing through the ongoing engagement of practices for concretizing abstract strategy 

discourse into text. Studies on materiality have showed that material artifacts play an important 

role in strategizing as it structures the activity (Dameron et al., 2015), gains situated meaning 

through the interaction with practitioners (Werle & Seidl, 2015), and that different kinds of 

materiality and its affordances suit different strategizing situations (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; 

Kaplan, 2011). As I indeed observe and confirm these qualities of materiality in strategizing, I 

further contribute to extant literature by presenting how a group of designated writers engage 

practices for concretizing abstract strategy discourse into strategy text fixated in materiality. 

Specifically, I theorize six practices of accepting, ignoring/avoiding, rephrasing/adjusting, 

illustrating, condensing and hijacking, as I found the designated writers continuously sought to 

concretize the abstract strategy discourse presented in the steering committee meetings. These 

were instrumental for the writers and often used in combination to further concretize a discourse 

for the forthcoming iteration. For example, I saw how writers would build continuity between 

document iterations as they accepted some elements and rephrased others to finally condense it 
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all in a rephrased text. Additionally, I found that this movement of concretizing strategy 

discourse already initiated on the steering committee meetings. Here, the writers challenged 

strategy members of the steering committee critically, thus encouraging them to concretize their 

strategy discourse. The writers did this with point of departure in their ‘toolbox’ of practices. 

The writing team would thus continuously evaluate how to make the next iteration more 

concrete by evaluating how far away from the original input they could go. Could they simply 

accept input, should they rephrase it to make it fit with existing text, or could they even resort 

to hijacking the document by introducing their own strategy discourse. 

I have illustrated these dynamics in a process model, Figure 1 below. It depicts one iteration of 

the document as it originated in the steering committee meetings as it would happen in either 

the vignettes under topical tug-of war, adding more, and negotiating the role of the document. 

Here the writers challenged the steering committee members with a foundation of their 

concretization practices. From this, they discussed internally which practices to engage for 

translating the abstract strategy discourse into something concrete they could fixate in the 

materiality of the document through text. Finally, there is a feedback loop, as the new iteration 

would return to the steering committee for them to read and comment, recommencing the 

process. Therefore, the practices were catalytic in for strategy activity, as strategists mobilized 

them to move the document, and consequently the strategizing process, forward. Albeit, they 

sometimes achieved the opposite of the concretization the aspired for, as they themselves 

introduced abstract strategy discourse, the iterative nature of their engaging of practices would 

make them aware of this come the next round of writing.  
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5.1. Figure 1: fixating abstract strategy discourse in a material artifact 

 

Second, my involved ethnographic approach has provided a different perspective than the 

prevailing fly-on-the-wall perspective within some strategy-as-practice studies (Jarzabkowski 

et al., 2015). By answering calls for studies that apply more involved ethnographic methods 

(Vesa & Vaara, 2014), this paper has contributed with novel insight into the lived experiences 

of the practitioners as they engaged practices for concretizing abstract strategy discourse in text. 

My presence and involvement in the field has thus allowed me to genuinely convey how 

strategists engage practices in their strategy work, and as such, live up to an ambition of 

producing thick descriptions of the people I have studied (Geertz, 1973).  

Third, I contribute valuable insight for practitioners, by elucidating the complexity of 

formulating strategy text. Hitherto, I confirm that assigned writers have power and influence 

on formulating strategy as they are producers of the artifact (Kaplan, 2011). However, I further 

explicate that practitioners can attempt to exercise this power beyond their domain, by using 

the document to hijack the very strategizing process. By ‘tricking’ others to read it, or inject 



   

185 

 

certain discourses at certain times, they can thus shape the document to also serve personal 

strategic aspirations and motives.  

 

5.2. Limitations and future research 

As this study is built on a single-site lone ethnography, it is grounded in in-depth and rich data, 

however, it is also constrained by me having to prioritize whom to observe and interview within 

the complex social scene, as is a prerequisite for ethnographies in general (Spradley, 1979, 

1980). I have focused on those actors most tightly linked with the writing of the document. 

While this prioritization satisfies the research question, it too entails that I have neglected to 

capture nuances of how the steering committee operated outside the steering committee 

meetings to the same extend as I observed the writing team. Future research could address this 

by combining multiple ethnographic techniques such as nethnographies (Rouleau, Rond, & 

Musca, 2014) and team based ethnographies. (Jarzabkowski, Bednarek, & Cabantous, 2014). 

By involving more ethnographers and increasing focus on capturing virtual activities of 

materializing strategy writing, the analysis could extend to explicate how the abstract strategy 

discourse becomes outside the meeting, and how the steering committee members chose what 

to bring to the meetings and what to leave out. This would further expand on this study’s 

ambition of contributing insights to an interesting line of research on how strategy text becomes 

in practice (De La Ville & Mounoud, 2015).  
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6. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

To conclude, I asked how designated writers engages practices for concretizing abstract strategy 

discourse in material artifacts. Through an involved ethnography, within a large manufacturing 

company working on accomplishing strategy for digital transformation, the paper finds that 

strategists engage six distinct practices of concretizing in this pursuit. Additionally, the paper 

elucidates how these practices are in the back of writers heads as they begin challenging strategy 

input already as they receive it. Through this analysis, I contribute to literature on materiality 

within a strategy-as-practice by explaining how strategist engage practices for approaching the 

process of writing as they fixate strategy discourse in a material artifact. 
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1. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING REMARKS 

This thesis set out to examine the question of how strategists engage various practices for 

accomplishing strategizing in turbulent contexts of DT, and what the consequential effects 

hereof, was. Over the preceding chapters, this problem was studied through three empirical 

papers, all of which were grounded in an ethnographic data collection of a large global 

manufacturing company working with strategizing for DT.   

The first paper finds that strategists engage practices of framing in order to strategize for DT. 

It further explicates which implications these practices have across multiple processes of 

strategizing. It explores how the spaciousness of the term “Digital Transformation”, enables 

strategists to continuously mobilize framings of DT reaching back and forth in time. 

Consequently, past framings that were initially deferred could reemerge as strategists, recycled, 

translated, reshaped, extended, narrowed, merged, or clustered past and present framings of 

catchphrases and idioms related to DT, in order to demarcate present strategy from past 

strategies, create buy-in, establish a sense of continuity, legitimize participation in strategizing, 

place blame, and downplay personal involvement in failed strategy initiatives. The paper thus 

show how all these practices, are instrumental for practitioners as they strategize in a turbulent 

environment, such as DT. Finally, it finds that more strategy initiatives in combination, 

collectively constituted strategy for DT in BEM, as opposed to one grand initiative following a 

plan, build execute sequence.  

The second paper finds that as clients engage management consultants to help them accomplish 

strategizing for DT, they take a very active stance towards managing them. Clients engage 

“testing” practices for evaluating whether to exclude or include consultants in strategy work. 

The paper finds that clients engage three testing practices for this. The clients would thus 

introduce competition among consultants, to leverage their bargaining position and keep 
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consultants alert, as they were implicitly and explicitly encouraged to deliver quality solutions 

in short time spans. Additionally, the paper finds that clients subjected consultants to hard 

scrutiny throughout various phases of their collaboration. Clients would thus approach 

consultants from a reserved position, and challenge the consultants on multiple parameters to 

ensure their alertness and commitment to the imminent DT strategy task. Finally, paper 2 finds 

that clients were mindful of what information they shared with the consultant. Evidently, they 

engaged a practice of regulating availability to manage the consultants’ access to information 

and physical entry to their offices. These practices are all theorized as “tests”, because they 

were engaged by the clients to asses and evaluate whether to include or exclude a given 

consultant in a particular strategizing process. As the tests were embedded in the everyday 

activities of the strategist, they did not unfold in obvious scenes of formal testing, but 

nonetheless played a consequential role for how strategists accomplished strategizing for DT 

with consultants. 

The third and final paper finds that practices for formulating strategy text, have implications 

for how strategy formulations of DT become through iterations of evaluating how to write text 

into a material artifact. As DT touches upon multiple aspects of a business’ operation, abstract 

strategy discourses of formulations that could encapsulate all of BEM’s DT strategy ambitions, 

emerged from multiple strategic actors. In attempts of concretizing these abstract strategic 

discourses, those strategists designated with formulating the strategy in text engaged practices 

of accepting, ignoring/avoiding, rephrasing/adjusting, illustrating, condensing, and hijacking to 

deal with strategic input and concretize it. Furthermore, the paper finds that these practices also 

serve as a way for strategy writers to evaluate how to challenge abstract strategy discourse, 

already as it is proposed by other external actors. The practices of concretization were thus 

catalytic for the becoming of strategy formulation for DT, as they were able to create 
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momentary fixations of abstract strategy discourse enabling other actors to engage in it, thus 

initiating a new process of re-iterating the strategy formulation. 

 

From these findings, this thesis offers several contributions along different lines of research.  

First, the accumulated insights from the three papers allow for the thesis as a whole to address 

the intersection between strategy-as-practice literature and IS strategy (Whittington, 2014), and 

extend knowledge here. Through a practice-theoretical approach and rich ethnographic data 

(Cunliffe, 2015), the thesis contributes to strategizing in environments of constant and turbulent 

change (Kaplan, 2008; Whittington, Yakis-Douglas, Ahn, & Cailluet, 2017), as it theorizes 

several distinct practices for strategizing, and further elucidates how these practices are 

consequential for how strategizing actually unfolds in its situated, messy and complex contexts 

(Vaara & Whittington, 2012; Whittington, Molloy, Mayer, & Smith, 2006). Building on this, 

the thesis further contributes to the IS strategy literature with a nuanced perspective of what DT 

strategizing is and can be (Hausberg, Liere-Netheler, Packmohr, Pakura, & Vogelsang, 2019; 

Vial, 2019; Wessel, Baiyere, Ologeanu-Taddei, Cha, & Blegind, 2020). By applying practice 

theory to analyse the situated strategic use of the commodious term “Digital Transformation” 

the thesis reveals how the notion of DT was often adjusted to fit a certain agenda, that would 

mobilize other practitioners, strategic resources, or entire strategizing processes rather than 

complying with any existing definition of what DT should entail.   

Additionally, the dispersed strategy initiatives that are shown throughout the thesis hints to a 

more complex and iterative process of strategizing for DT, than some studies suggest (Chanias, 

Myers, & Hess, 2019; Matt, Hess, & Benlian, 2015). Accomplishing strategizing for DT is thus 

a product of the accumulated effort, and not the completion of any large scale transitory design 

(Whittington, Molloy, Mayer, & Smith, 2006). By elucidating how practitioners engaged 
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practices for accomplishing strategizing for DT, this thesis further responds to calls for more 

in-depth research both from the IS strategy literature (Nadkarni & Prügl, 2020; Vial, 2019) and 

the strategy-as-practice literature (Burgelman et al., 2018). By putting emphasis on social actors 

and their everyday activity (Whittington et al., 2006), the thesis provides insights to the lived 

experiences of those people who engage practices for accomplishing DT strategizing (Nadkarni 

& Prügl, 2020). As such, the thesis additionally adds to the strategy-as-practice literature 

(Whittington, 2014) by portraying those actors who’s continued activity of engaging practices 

for strategizing, constitutes DT strategizing and thus strategizing in a turbulent environment.  

Second, the first paper contributes insights into a relatively understudied dynamic in the activity 

of framing (Klein & Amis, In press), as it demonstrates how framing practices shaping ongoing 

strategy has iterative, practical-evaluative, and projective dimensions as framings reach back 

and forth in time. This contributes to the theorization of framing (Logemann, Piekkari, & 

Cornelissen, 2019), and further suggests that competing frames may not instantaneously lead 

to a decision or a deferred decision (Kaplan, 2008), but can stay dormant within the firm, only 

to re-enter at an opportune occasion.  

Third, the second paper makes contributions to the traditional literature on management 

consulting (Matthias & Timothy, 2012; Sturdy, 2011) as it draws inspiration from economies-

of-worth (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006; Gond, Leca, & Cloutier, 2015) in combination with 

practice theory (Golsorkhi, Rouleau, Seidl, & Vaara, 2015) to inject the notion of ‘tests’ as a 

constructing practice of the work relationship between consultant and client. The paper 

theorizes three distinct practices of ‘tests’, and by doing so it shows not only that clients 

exercise their agency in consultant-client relationship, but also how they do it (Hislop, 2002).    

Fourth, the third paper contributes to literature on materiality in strategy-as-practice research 

(Jarzabkowski, Spee, & Smets, 2013; Werle & Seidl, 2015)  as it explores a relatively 
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understudied element of how text enables the momentary fixation of abstract strategy discourse 

(Ricoeur, 1981), in a material artifact. By explicating six practices of concretizing, the paper 

further contributes to an understanding of how artifacts are constructed (Kaplan, 2011; Knight, 

Paroutis, & Heracleous, 2018), and elucidates how the practices also influenced other elements 

of the strategy formulation process, because strategy writers additionally engaged them to 

evaluate how to challenge input directly as it was suggested. 

 

1.1. Practical implications 

In addition to the various theoretical contributions, the thesis also offers practical implications 

for a problem that many organizations struggle with, namely strategy work for DT (Andriole, 

2020; Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014). It does so both in terms of the overall understanding of 

how strategizing for DT unfolds over a longer time span, as it reveals that there is no “silver 

bullet” for achieving DT, but also through the papers’ local contributions. As the practitioners 

in BEM constantly surrounded themselves with framings of DT as “one-fits-all”, “cloud”, and 

“disruption” they were embedded in the construction of the reality surrounding DT. I thus 

observed how the perceived accelerated pace of change came from a constant flow digital 

technologies (Nadkarni & Prügl, 2020), but I too noticed how practitioners aided in constructing 

this notion through their way of framing it. Furthermore, the second paper explicates how the 

clients’ subjection of consultants to tests of participation resulted in lesser end-results, because 

they forced consultants to deliver on “educated guesses” as opposed to detailed specifications. 

Finally, the third paper alerts practitioners to the complex exercise of formulating strategy, as 

it reveals that having a document in the center of the strategizing process does not secure a 

common repository for all stakeholders’ strategic ideas and aspirations.   
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1.2. Limitations and future research 

This thesis’s access to in-depth data from within the IT-department of BEM is also what 

eventually constrains it. Prioritizing while in the field is a condition for ethnographic studies 

(Van Maanen, 2011), and while it has allowed for a deep understanding of specific actors and 

strategizing episodes, it has additionally excluded others. Therefore, I encourage future research 

to work with the practices this thesis identifies, in other contexts such as public organizations 

to expand the literature on how strategizing in turbulent environments is accomplished 

(Whittington, 2014; Whittington, Yakis-Douglas, Ahn, & Cailluet, 2017). While I firmly 

anticipate the findings to resonate with other similar contexts of strategizing, the very nature of 

practices in turbulent environments is that they change more frequently and are less likely to 

follow any institutional norms (Jarzabkowski, 2004). As such, variations of the practices 

theorized in this thesis, are bound to occur and I encourage future studies to nuance and explore 

them further. 

Additionally, this thesis’ focus on the IT department of BEM has entailed that the practices 

have only been observed and theorized as they emerged herein. Thereby, the findings do not 

capture how activity from outside the organizational boundaries of the IT department affect the 

various practices. Addressing how the practices travel between departments and even outside 

entities like family members would arguably add valuable insights to nuancing how strategizing 

is accomplished in the face of accelerated change and turbulence. Involved ethnography is still 

argued to the most relevant methodological approach, but by applying more recent ethnographic 

techniques such as team-based ethnography (Jarzabkowski, Bednarek, & Cabantous, 2014) and 

netnographies (Vesa & Vaara, 2014), the researcher would be able to follow the practices as 

they travel, and not be restricted to any physical location.  
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