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  A   narrative approach to Strategy 
as   Practice: strategy making from 
  texts and narratives   
    VALÉRIE-INÈS DE LA   VILLE and 
      ELÉONORE   MOUNOUD      

     CHAPTER 

12  

  The narrativizing of practices is a textual ‘way of 
operating’, having its own procedures and tactics. 
[…] Shouldn’t we recognize its scientifi c legitim-
acy by assuming that instead of being a remainder 
that cannot be, or has not yet been, eliminated from 
discourse  , narrativity has a necessary function in 
it, and that a theory of   narration is indissociable 
from a theory of practices, as its condition as well 
as its   production. (de   Certeau 1988: 78)  

   Introduction 

 The Strategy as Practice approach requires a close 
and detailed scrutiny by researchers on practition-
ers’ activities. This micro-level of study enables us 
to depart from the traditional procedures and delve 
into the ‘internal life of the process’, to study in 
more details ‘individual’ rather than ‘organiza-
tional’ performance (Samra-Fredericks  2003 ). 
Moving attention away from macro-processes 
towards various aspects of the minutiae of strat-
egy making has changed the   discourse used by 
researchers to explain how strategy is conceived, 
explained and communicated (Whittington  2007 ). 
In practice, strategy is still essentially considered 
as micro-processes – i.e. the actual activities car-
ried out by individuals within their organized 
contexts. 

 Although social practice theory tends to empha-
size the tacit and informal dimensions of practices 
and praxis, Strategy as Practice research tends to 
focus much more on explicit practices, especially on 
operating procedures and standards (Jarzabkowski 
 2004 ,  2005 ), norms of appropriate strategic behav-
iour set by industry recipes (Spender  1989 ) and 

legitimizing   discourses (Barry and Elmes  1997 ). 
Besides, while social practice theory advocates 
‘agency’ for everyone in everyday life, Strategy as 
Practice research pays attention mainly to special 
events (Hendry and Seidl 2000) and top manage-
ment personnel (Samra-Fredericks  2003 ). Thus the 
approach’s achievement has been a change in the 
method of observing a phenomenon’s processes, 
and not the basic categories of thought. It can be 
said that one pitfall of the Strategy as Practice 
approach is to focus only on the visible part of 
the iceberg: people, events and explicit tools. The 
actual practice in itself has not been suffi ciently 
investigated. 

 Furthermore, focusing on micro-activities leaves 
the macro–micro distinction intact, but raises the 
subsequent problem of linking individual actions to 
macro outcomes. Making a ‘practice turn’ in strat-
egy research requires not only knitting together 
‘micro-practices’ and ‘macro-outcomes’, but also 
avoiding being caught in the trap of considering 
practices as just something people do. Practices 
are construed as social skills that have been cultur-
ally acquired, hence unconsciously absorbed and 
embodied. This compels us to take the dynamic and 
emerging fi elds of practices as the starting point for 
analysis, thereby getting by with the usual macro–
micro distinction. Hence,   Chia and MacKay’s 
( 2007 ) call for shifting the focus of analysis ‘from 
individual strategists to the historically and cul-
turally transmitted fi elds of practice’. Schatzki 
( 2005 ) proposes that we should view practices as 
relational sites in which events, entities and mean-
ings compose one another. The challenge is now 
to overcome the prevalent individualistic focus on 
micro-level managerial activities and roles, which 
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challenges. A narrative approach enables strategy 
research to engage more deeply in the ‘practice 
turn’ and to develop a ‘certain research sensibility 
to the unspoken, the inarticulate and even the often 
unconscious aspects of strategy-making’ (  Chia and 
MacKay  2007 ). 

 This chapter is organized in four sections. The 
fi rst section describes the various perspectives on 
narratives brought into strategy research. Beyond 
the overall functionalist interest in good stories, 
it shows the importance of texts in strategy and 
management. The second section, on the basis of 
the work of Paul   Ricœur, develops the implica-
tions of this very notion of text. The third section 
follows Michel de   Certeau’s analysis of practices 
to identify a narrative way of forming strategy. In 
line with Chia’s   distinction based on Heidegger, 
we consider   producing texts as the dominant 
‘building’ mode of strategy making. This mode 
is actually derived from a more basic ‘dwell-
ing’ mode, in which strategy formation emerges 
through reading   texts and   producing daily narra-
tives. The last section draws the implications of 
our conceptual framework of ‘strategy-making 
from texts and narratives’, which is based upon 
the dynamics of   reading and   writing ‘texts’. It 
offers a perspective in which all organizational 
actors carry out strategy formation in their daily 
ordinary activities that interact in multiple ways 
with texts produced more formally by more 
powerful stakeholders. 

   Narratives in strategy research 

 Since the publication of Barry and Elmes’ ( 1997 ) 
article on the narrative aspects of strategic   dis-
courses, it has been generally accepted that strat-
egy – both organizational strategies and theories of 
strategy – consists of stories told by key people, 
generally leaders, to other people such as share-
holders, members of the organization and other 
stakeholders. This work highlighted the double 
nature of strategy – narrative   production and pro-
cess of   narration – by which various stories about 
strategic choices are connected, tested, reinforced 
or weakened. It also related strategic change proc-
esses to the romantic genre, the adventure novel of 

leaves a mass of larger social issues melting into 
the under-theorized, all-encompassing category of 
‘context’ (Tsoukas  1994 ; Willmott  1997 ). 

 Following the Heiddegerian view,   Chia and Holt   
argue that the dominant ‘building’ mode of strategy 
making, in which actors are distinct entities delib-
erately engaging in purposeful strategic activities, 
is actually derived from a more basic ‘dwelling’ 
mode in which strategy making emerges non-
deliberately through everyday practical ‘coping’. 
Practical ‘coping’ is rooted in social practices. 
Social practices are identity-forming and strategy-
setting activities. They provide individuals with 
resources to interpret and improvise their role; they 
shape the scope and the extent of their exploratory 
activities and initiatives to cope with the ongoing 
fl ow of organizational development (  Chia and   Holt 
 2006 ). Mundane practical ‘coping’ can produce 
unexpected and strategically important outcomes, 
as shown in the famous example of Honda’s suc-
cess in the USA (Pascale  1984 ), in Regnér’s ( 2003 ) 
uncovering of local improvisation at the periphery 
of corporate reach, in de La Ville’s ( 2006 ) work on 
emerging technological strategies in a start-up, and 
in Rouleau’s ( 2005 ) analysis of strategy formation 
in everyday interactions. These studies show the 
importance of recognizing how much of strategy 
formation is rooted in the non-deliberate practical 
action of ‘coping’ that escapes the logic of planned 
and intentional action. 

 This chapter builds upon the distinction between 
the ‘building’ and the ‘dwelling’ modes in order 
to introduce a narrative approach to Strategy as 
Practice. We contend that Strategy as Practice 
research is still mainly imbued with the conceptual 
categories of the dominant ‘building’ mode. We 
propose that the recognition and integration of the 
‘dwelling’ mode into strategy formation, as well as 
the combination of the ‘building’ and the ‘dwell-
ing’ modes in strategy -making, are the key chal-
lenges for research analysis. In order to include in 
the picture the hidden creativity embedded in mun-
dane practical ‘coping’, closer scrutiny and bet-
ter accuracy in methodology need to be achieved. 
We propose a narrative approach to Strategy as 
Practice. It relates strategy making to using texts 
and narratives, and also provides the concep-
tual and methodological means to achieve these 
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to which it is diffi cult to attribute intentionality due 
to their taken-for-granted nature. 

 Thus, the functionalist view of strategic good 
stories fails to capture the complexity of strategic 
processes and practices. It prevents us from widen-
ing the fi eld of analysis to include the ordinary nar-
ratives of mid to low-level organizational members 
in relationship with the higher-level ‘visionary’ 
strategy produced by senior executives. However, 
is the intrinsic quality of a good story able to dis-
solve the integrative diffi culties inherent in the 
strategic exercise? Moreover, can the integrative 
strategic narrative be considered effective without 
including the interpretations of people to whom it 
is addressed? To escape this over-simplistic view of 
storytelling management, we need to account more 
accurately for the narrative perspectives brought 
into strategy research. 

 For social scientists, the interest in narratives is 
based on the way people organize knowledge in 
their daily life. It is suggested that people organ-
ize their experience in the form of scripts about 
goal-based events that include people, places and 
events, and these scripts are recounted in the form 
of stories. On the one hand, it seems fairly evident 
that narrative is a universal form in which people 
construct, represent and share experience (Bruner 
 1990 ). On the other hand, there exists evidence 
that shows how deep cultural narratives are, how 
powerful stories are as a socializing agent and, 
conversely, how much they reveal about the values, 
beliefs and thought processes of a given culture 
or community. Bruner ( 1986 ), among others, has 
argued that it is diffi cult to distinguish between 
the stories children learn and the stories they build 
from their direct experience and knowledge. The 
narrative ability to create stories develops dur-
ing childhood through reminiscing and engaging 
in symbolic play (Engel  1995 ). Narratives do not 
merely convey fantasies or the representation of 
unusual feelings or experiences, but also provide 
a fundamental intra- and interpersonal process, 
through which children make sense of themselves 
in the world. Storytelling is a deep social activity 
and a powerful private activity. Children tell stories 
when alone, they tell stories that have private mean-
ings, and they use stories as much for their internal 
thoughts and feelings as they do to communicate. 

ordeal and to realistic fi ction. With a certain degree 
of irony, the authors underlined the epic, even 
hagiographic, character of several strategic   dis-
courses of leaders. For example, the promotion of 
neo-Schumpeterian heroes in entrepreneurial strat-
egies created a demiurgic drift in many research 
accounts of new venture founding (de La Ville 
 2006 ). 

 Why are stories and narratives so interesting? 
The basic function of a story is to organize a ser-
ies of events and actors into a common, accept-
able and comprehensible temporal framework. 
By reorganizing events in a temporal framework, 
stories preserve and build the continuity of actions. 
The perception of the stakes of the present situ-
ation enables us to re organize past events into a 
story. Restructuring a group of relationships cre-
ates retrospective senses, hence enabling further 
action. This faculty of generating sense has led 
researchers to become interested in stories told 
within organizations. Research on organizational 
culture and identity considers both large stories – 
myths, texts and   discourses – and smaller ones 
such as stories, storytelling, gossip and … narra-
tives (Gabriel  2000 ; Boje  1991 ,  1995 ; Boyce  1996 ) 
as important in analysing and understanding organ-
izational life. 

 Stories and storytelling have now pervaded man-
agement, strategy and marketing research areas 
(Salmon  2007 ) and have put in the forefront a new 
array of consultants and gurus. Good stories are 
hence considered an effective factor in implement-
ing strategic ideas. Strategy formulation involves a 
narrative   production of an integrative story that ena-
bles the leaders to reorganize past events according 
to a plausible and desirable logic. What is at stake 
is the capacity of stories to construct a persuasive 
and stimulating message to facilitate memorization 
and training or to convince stakeholders of the rele-
vance of a strategy. Leaders need to be good story-
tellers, i.e. be able to tell good stories which must 
be both coherent to gain credibility and stimulating 
to facilitate its reception and implementation. In a 
functionalist view, the construction of a good story 
supposes an overall intentionality, meaning total 
control of the   plot through to its fi nal outcome. 
It does not takes into account such organizational 
phenomena as improvisations or routine activities, 
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 Taylor and Robichaud ( 2004 ) suggest that for 
organizational members to interact, they must con-
struct a shared language, embodied in a text which 
enables them to cooperate. This begins with every-
day conversation with mutual interaction, which is 
a prerequisite of organized activity. The resulting 
narratives constitute secondary   productions, which 
formalize the interpretations constructed in con-
versation and carry them toward future actions. 
Not only does the text produced retain the traces 
of the original conversations, it frames subsequent 
actions by offering interpretative frameworks for 
the sensemaking of ongoing events. This view 
relates the concept of text to that of the frame-
work of interaction, which is inspired by Erving 
Goffman and has previously been used in analys-
ing strategy formation (de La Ville  2001 ). 

 This proposition is based on the analytical dis-
tinction between the two dimensions of   discourse 
as text (what is said) and conversation (what is 
accomplished in the saying): ‘Conversation refers, 
in other words, to the interactive, situated “event-
fulness” of language use; text refers to the semi-
otic artefact (oral or written) produced in the use of 
language, which may persist as a trace and record 
of past conversations’ (Robichaud  et al .  2004 ). A 
meta-conversation is then defi ned as ‘a conversa-
tion that embeds, recursively, another conversation’ 
(Robichaud  et al .  2004 ). The meta-conversation 
simultaneously incorporates and reconstructs the 
local discussions within the organization into an 
encompassing conversation, where the identity of 
the organization as a whole is continuously regen-
erated. The process at work is the   production of a 
meta-narrative that enfolds and transcends the nar-
ratives of the different communities comprising an 
organization.   

   Strategic narratives as discourse of 
domination 

 Inspired by the work of Foucault, the critical 
organizational discourse perspective (Vaara  2002 ; 
Philips and Hardy  2002 ; Fairclough  2005 ) focuses 
on discourses as linguistically mediated construc-
tions of social realities. Discourses are important 
means through which beliefs, values and norms are 
reproduced and at times transformed in social life 

What researchers have learned so far is that chil-
dren create stories in much the same way as they 
create play scenarios – with the pleasure of creativ-
ity. It is important to keep in mind that the form and 
content of children’s stories are tied to the context 
in which they are told and the purpose for which 
they are told (Engel  2005 ). 

 Following   Czarniawska’s distinction between 
three different modes of mobilizing narratives, 
we acknowledge three narrative perspectives in 
strategy research. It is possible for the researcher 
either to build explanations out of ‘narratives from 
the fi eld’, or to build his own ‘narrative in the 
fi eld’ and even to defi ne ‘organising as   narration’ 
(  Czarniawska  1997 , p. 25). The fi rst mode is vis-
ible in the interactional perspective developed in 
communication science, the second is at play when 
strategy is portrayed as a story of domination and 
discipline, and the third envisages strategy forma-
tion as narration.   

  Strategic narratives as 
meta-  conversations 

 The interactional perspective highlights the vital 
importance of communication in organizational 
life in general and strategy formation in par-
ticular. For followers of this approach, ordinary 
activities develop through conversations, which 
constitute coherent discursive units in themselves. 
Giroux describes this process as a ‘chain of con-
versations’ spread out in time and space. She con-
siders a dialogical mode of   production of strategy, 
‘through a polyphonic vision of the community 
where several voices are heard, and where the het-
eroglossia (the simultaneous presence of several 
languages) is accepted’ (Giroux  1998 , p. 7, our 
translation). The formulation of strategy is then 
conceived as a narrative process that organizes 
polyphony. The concept of polyphony recognizes 
the coexistence, interaction and mutual defi n-
ition of various logics. In this polyphonic pro-
cess, strategy formulation is never controlled by 
one single author, so it is particularly complex. 
Strategy is worked out gradually by negotiation 
within a ‘meta- conversation’ (Giroux and Demers 
 1997 ) dedicated to strategy formation, and leads 
to the drafting of a strategic text. 
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mobilize mechanisms of domination based on 
legitimized rationality and the invoked scientifi c 
nature of the discipline. They result in practices of 
monitoring and controlling, but also aim at infl u-
encing the subjectivity and identity of organization 
members. Hardy and Phillips ( 2004 ) highlight how 
certain actors are able to mobilize economic, cul-
tural and social capital to legitimize their power. 
From this point of view, the very notion of dis-
course includes domination and is opposed to the 
ordinary, fragmentary, situational narratives being 
built during the course of the everyday activities 
of organization members and bearing the stamp of 
subjectivity and of emotion. 

   Organizations and strategies 
as narration   

 The claim made by McIntyre ( 1988 ) that ‘it is 
useful to think of an enacted narrative as the most 
typical form of social life’ (Cited in   Czarniawska 
 2002 ) is adopted in the third view.   Czarniawska’s 
( 1997 ) interest is in the daily activities of the 
organization members, which result in the creation 
of the organization itself. She identifi es two types 
of   conversations: those allowing for the confronta-
tion of personal experience or actions between two 
parties, and those manufacturing texts beyond the 
personal experience of the individual by imposing 
standards of behaviour and decision. This coex-
istence results in fi erce competition between the 
‘stronger’ order – that of the offi cial discourse 
which reinforces institutional domination by con-
trolling interpretations – and the ‘weaker’ order – 
that of the ordinary narratives which tries to make 
sense of daily activities. Her work suggests an 
ironic stance with regard to the impact of strate-
gists, as she fi nds strategy to be a relatively arti-
fi cial discursive construction, far removed from 
the realities experienced by organization members 
and geared to institutional concerns for domination 
and justifi cation. Without any impact on the future 
of large public organizations and with no control 
over its daily activities, strategy appears in her 
description to be a kind of meaningless ritual (de 
La Ville and Mounoud  2003 ). The severity of this 
assessment is partly explained by Czarniawska’s   
focus on public organizations where the distance 

(Fairclough  2003 ). This perspective is one of the 
various approaches to discourse analysis (van Dijk 
 1997 ) and to organizational discourse analysis in 
particular (Hardy and Philips  2004 ; Grant  et al . 
 2004 ). 

 Based on the work of Foucault ( 1971 ), this 
study highlights the disciplining power of dis-
courses on the ordinary practices of organization 
members, stemming from their capacity to impose 
and legitimize certain interpretative frameworks at 
the expense of others. Foucault warns that it is a 
question ‘of no longer treating the discourses as 
sets of signs (of meaningful elements which refer 
to contents or representations), but as practices 
which systematically form the objects about which 
they speak’ (Foucault  1976 ). Discourses should be 
considered ‘surreptitious objectivations’ (objec-
tivations subreptices): they appear to be built by 
induction and serve to describe the world, but in 
fact they actually constitute the world. More gen-
erally, the language used on a daily basis within an 
organization is itself a bearer of logics of domin-
ation, which direct ordinary interactions and activ-
ities and legitimize power relations (Hardy  2004 ). 

 Strategy discourse is thus considered to be a 
complex set of meanings constituting this body of 
knowledge (Knights and Morgan  1991 ), as well as 
a part of the complex set of social practices for-
mulating strategy as an organizational practice. 
Moreover, discourse analysis enables us to iden-
tify how specifi c conceptions of strategy work are 
reproduced and justifi ed in organizational strategy 
formation. The idea that strategy includes a discip-
lining dimension emphasizes the importance of the 
stakes of power and legitimization invoked in the 
strategic exercise. 

 Critical theorists (Alvesson and Deetz  2000 ; 
Putnam and Cooren  2004 ) offer a different point of 
view on key documents, such as regulations, proce-
dures and memorandums. Discourses are selected, 
perpetuated and subsumed in texts, which are reg-
istered, preserved and memorized in accordance 
with the disciplinary function of the organization. 
These texts do not result from interaction between 
organization members; they rather infl uence strat-
egy formulation by virtue of their structured and 
permanent character that enables organizations 
to survive (McPhee  2004 ). Discourses and texts 
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context (the preceding texts with which they inter-
act) and the situation (the mundane organizational 
activities and practices to which they relate and 
help organize). 

   Texts organize relationships of 
inter  textuality and polyphony 

 The production of a strategic text relies on a 
group of scriptural prerequisites. To be described 
as ‘strategic’, the text must bring together appro-
priate standards, rules and criteria that explicitly 
connect it to the discipline of management and to 
various genres relevant to strategy, such as man-
agement reports, business plans, development 
plans, refocusing plans, asset redeployment plans, 
etc. Processes of institutionalization accompany 
and support the production of strategic texts while 
differentiating them from other textual produc-
tions. MBA programmes, specialized academic 
courses, consulting fi rms and trade associations 
legitimize strategists and increase their infl uence. 
Strategic activity is seen through textual produc-
tions that communicate to shareholders the rele-
vance of the strategic project and the strategic 
team’s control. 

 Strategic texts are embedded in intertextual 
relations, with pre-existent strategic texts that 
are themselves governed by the instituted kinds 
of organizational productions, and by discursive 
orders based not only on the scientifi c advances 
of management as a discipline (Hardy  2004 ), but 
also on objectives and strategies derived from 
the constitutive values of the local social system. 
Since strategy formulation is directly embedded in 
an institutional environment, it inevitably includes 
an ideological dimension, because it reproduces 
the inequalities of the capitalist society, extends 
Western managerial structures and presents the 
objectives of dominant elites as universal goals. 
Being institutionally inscribed, strategic texts pro-
pose worlds that include a disciplining function 
founded both on legitimized scriptural standards 
and on institutionalized value systems. 

 Because they present a proposal for a relation 
with the world, strategic texts cannot ignore the 
multiplicity of voices, actions and narratives within 
the organization (Giroux and Demers  1997 ). The 

between offi cial discourses and actual practices 
might be particularly perceptible.   

 In   Czarniawska’s view, everyday life within the 
organization takes shape through ordinary narra-
tives in which individuals select events, organize 
temporalities, typify key characters, build identity 
relationships, structure their experience, and con-
struct and transform their interpretations. Drawing 
on Bruner’s point that ‘there is an availability, or 
a predisposition to organise experience in narra-
tive form by building intrigues’ (Bruner  1990 ), 
we estimate that the continuity of existence may 
be understood by recounting this same existence, a 
narrative process of fashioning one another’s iden-
tities. Through the spoken word, exchanged and 
retained among themselves, organization members 
construct and perpetuate their identities and their 
organized activity. Language, speech,   plot   pro-
duction, mere stories and ordinary   narrations are 
experienced and consubstantial with organizing 
itself. The construction of activities, knowledge 
and identities is thus structured in and through a 
complex interlacing of narrative processes, which 
is always spontaneous, related to unforeseen events 
and socially organized (  Czarniawska  1998 ). 

 In the following section, we will study strategy 
in terms of   narration, including narrative produc-
tion and the process of   narration, in which the 
future is created through a collective narrative that 
is dispersed and fragmented, being the subject of 
partial developments, major transformations and 
inscriptions perpetuated in texts. Strategy-making, 
when considered as directing the future and lead-
ing organization members to comply with this 
direction, results partly in the production of texts. 
Nevertheless, not all texts can be qualifi ed as ‘stra-
tegic’, nor is strategy formation confi ned to the 
processes of creating or monitoring the effects of 
‘strategic’ texts. We will now consider the implica-
tions of this production of texts. 

   Strategy formation as   producing texts 

 Strategic texts constitute forms of mediation, in 
and through which organizational actors refl ex-
ively understand their situations, give meaning to 
their actions, and anticipate their futures. Produced 
strategic texts thus have a double relation with the 
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writers are compelled to use pre-existing concepts 
and conventions to communicate with an audi-
ence. When speaking they are at least partially 
expressed and their individual creative skills are 
socially founded in shared language and scrip-
tural conventions. That is why Roland Barthes 
defi nes text as a tissue of quotations, a creative art 
consisting in weaving former codes, references 
and genres (Barthes  1974 ). 

 Texts draw upon a large range of codes and 
social norms that allow them to be assigned to a 
particular genre. Genres are situated and evolving 
conventions that enable us to classify texts and 
outline their relationship with each other. Literary 
theorists have brilliantly demonstrated that the 
defi nition of genres is quite fl uid and relates to 
ongoing changes and social renegotiations, lead-
ing to a permanent blurring of borders and a con-
stant mitigation of their distinctive characteristics. 
We are fully aware that such a brief presentation 
of the complexities linked to the notion of   ‘inter-
textuality’ and its use in cultural studies and liter-
ary analysis is a risky undertaking. Nevertheless, 
in the context of this chapter, we aim at transpos-
ing this notion into a managerial perspective, in 
an attempt to offer some guidelines to support 
managers’ efforts in mastering the complex stakes 
of ‘inter  textuality’ needed to exploit strategically 
the creativity hidden in mundane organizational 
activities. 

   Texts call for   reading 

 To analyse the dynamics of texts, we draw on 
Paul   Ricœur, for whom the concept of text cov-
ers a limited category of signs: those which com-
prise a form of fossilization comparable with that 
produced by   writing (Ricœur  1991 ) because the 
latter allows the conservation and the lineariza-
tion of the   conversation. When writing is added to 
a previous statement, it modifi es the relationship 
with the utterances, which is called the ‘ostensive 
reference’ by Ricœur, i.e. the object with which 
one expresses oneself. Writing creates a different 
relationship from that of interlocution: the reader 
is absent from the writing and the author from the 
reading. The text is thus the product of a simultan-
eous eclipsing of the reader and the author. In this 

very production of strategic texts organizes a poly-
phonic relationship among voices, which always 
remain singular and develop autonomously, but 
answer one another, oppose one another and con-
tribute to proposing new worlds (O’Connor  2000 ; 
Hardy  2004 ). Strategy formation proceeds from the 
application of strategic apprenticeship, which goes 
beyond the order of   discourse and   conversation to 
integrate a body of knowledge into explicit activ-
ities and tacit tactics. Furthermore, the ordinary 
practices of managers and the texts that underlie 
them, through the resistance that they express, con-
tinually nourish the inventiveness of the organiza-
tional actions and form an ongoing, emerging and 
vital part of the strategic activity. Either these prac-
tices are gradually recognized, named and defi ned 
so as to be integrated into the strategic text, or they 
remain invisible or exterior (perhaps because they 
occur outside offi cial channels). Thus, strategic 
texts operate a selection and organization of mun-
dane organizational narratives. 

 The notion of ‘inter  textuality’ allows us to 
appreciate   writing as a permanently creative fl ux 
integrating previous standards and conventions 
in order to produce texts, which are likely to be 
readable, understandable and recognizable by 
an audience. It was described by Julia Kristeva 
( 1980 , p. 69) as a reaction to the tendency to 
analyse texts as discrete and closed units, whose 
meaningfulness lay in their internal structure. 
Drawing on the dialogue perspective proposed 
by Mikhail Bakhtin ( 1968 ) in literary theory, she 
contends that texts become meaningful if they are 
considered as a fragment relating to former texts. 
Shared codes allow both the writer and the reader 
to recognize, situate and appreciate the text in 
the continuum of literary production  . It is worth 
noting that this post-structuralist perspective con-
siders that every text is under the dominance of 
previous texts that impose a universe of codes in 
relation to which it will be read and understood 
by certain audiences. This suggests a drastic shift 
in the method of analysing   reading and   writing 
by focusing the effort on studying the process of 
structuration through which the text comes into 
being. By questioning the romantic roots that lead 
to the invention of the notion of ‘authorship’, this 
perspective lays special emphasis on the fact that 
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    Narratives as practical coping with 
strategic texts 

 The creativity of reading is shared by Michel de 
  Certeau, who argues for a greater emphasis on the 
activity of reading to oppose the excessive import-
ance placed on writing in contemporary society, a 
society that he fi nds ‘increasingly written,   organ-
ised by the capacity to modify things and to reform 
the structures through scriptural models (scientifi c, 
economic, political), and gradually transformed 
into combined “texts” (administrative, urban, 
industrial, etc.)’. He strives to show that reading 
is not a passive activity; it modifi es its object, rein-
vents beyond the intention of the text, and builds 
a different ‘world’, which belongs to the reader 
in place of the author, ‘to make the text liveable’. 
Readers carry out ‘a reappropriation of the other’s 
text: he poaches there, he is transported there, he 
becomes plural there’ (de   Certeau  1988 ). 

  Reading as   consuming texts 

 According to Michel de   Certeau, everyday life is 
distinctive from other practices of daily existence 
because it is repetitive and unconscious. An inter-
esting point is the distinction he makes between 
the concepts of strategy and tactics. De Certeau 
links ‘strategies’ with institutions and structures 
of power, while ‘tactics’ are utilized by individuals 
to create space for themselves in environments 
defi ned by strategies. In one chapter, he describes 
‘the city’ as a ‘concept’, generated by the stra-
tegic manoeuvring of governments, corporations 
and other institutional bodies, who produce things 
like maps that describe the city as a unifi ed whole 
experienced by someone looking down from high 
above. By contrast, a walker on the street moves in 
ways that are tactical and never fully determined 
by the plans of organizing bodies. He may take 
shortcuts or meander aimlessly, rather than fol-
low the utilitarian layout of the grid of streets. This 
concretely illustrates de Certeau’s assertion that 
everyday life works by a process of poaching on 
the territory of others, recombining the rules and 
products that already exist in culture in a way that 
is infl uenced, but never wholly determined, by 
those rules and products. 

view, the nature of the text is underlined. Because 
of its fossilization into a medium, because of the 
lack of association between the intention of the 
author and the intention of the text, because of the 
use of ‘non-ostensive’ references and the substitu-
tion of unknown readers for a visible listener, the 
text must be differentiated from a face-to-face or 
situated discourse.   

 Consequently, ‘the text awaits and calls for read-
ing’ (Ricœur  1991 ). Ricœur distinguishes two ways 
of understanding reading: to explain and to inter-
pret. ‘To explain is to bring out the structure, i.e. 
the internal relations of dependence, which consti-
tute the static of the text. To interpret is to follow 
the path of thought opened up by the text and to 
start heading towards the orientation of the text’ 
(Ricœur  1991 ). This dualism suggests a dialectic in 
the activity of reading, as movement between these 
two attitudes produces interpretation. The open 
nature of the text is made salient: references are 
offered to propose a ‘world’ and build a new pro-
ject. Reading is possible because text is not closed 
in on itself; it is open to other things. Reading is 
thus a creative activity that prolongs the creation of 
writing. As stated by Ricœur ( 1991 ), ‘to read is, in 
any hypothesis, to conjoin a new   discourse to the 
  discourse of the   text’. 

 Strategic texts are characterized by their plurivoc-
ity: their signifi cance is unresolved and each text, 
because of the distance caused by its written form, 
is open to alternative readings and constructions 
depending on the situations of readers. Interpreting 
strategic texts, organizational actors propose their 
relations with the world. This process of appropri-
ation, which takes place in the narrative register, 
as we will show in the next section, is complex, 
dense, emergent and dynamic. 

 We have underlined the ‘building’ mode of 
strategy formation as producing strategic texts. It 
is important to keep in mind that these texts are 
themselves embedded in a ‘context’ of previous 
texts and are derived from the polyphony of situ-
ated narratives. It is now possible to envisage the 
more basic ‘dwelling’ mode of strategy formation, 
the everyday practical ‘coping’ with the rules and 
the texts of the organization. The relationship of 
this ‘dwelling’ mode with the ‘building’ one is 
similar to that of reading with writing.     
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   Narrativity in strategy formation 

 Thus, strategy making can be understood as a per-
manent creative process including not only what 
strategists produce/write, such as texts, budgets, 
plans, matrices, charts and strategies, but also the 
ways in which organization members   consume/
read these productions  . This conceptual framework 
leads us to question how organizational actors 
read, use and transform strategic texts in their daily 
activities. Reading takes place through the mobil-
ization of innumerable fragmentary, instantaneous, 
opportunistic tactics (de La Ville and Mounoud 
 2001b ). ‘These tactics also demonstrate the degree 
to which intelligence is inseparable from the strug-
gles and the daily pleasures which it articulates […] 
Because of its intangible nature, a tactic depends 
on time and remains vigilant to catch any possibil-
ities of profi t. It does not keep what it gains. It is 
necessary for it to play constantly with the events 
to transfer them into opportunities’ (de Certeau 
 1988 ). Being incapable of capitalizing voluntarily 
on their achievements to control temporality and 
the course of events, these tactics, which are pecu-
liar to the art of reading, may produce tangible and 
sometimes irreversible strategic effects, such as 
delays in implementation, side-tracking from the 
main objectives, operational diversions, more or 
less continuous symbolic rejections or the subver-
sion of authority. 

 Adopting this view provides a new way of look-
ing at organizational   practice, because it enables 
us to accept strategic   discourses as a production 
and an offer of a (cultural) good: a text. Thus, we 
might be able to suggest new ways of explaining 
how people read, use and transform this particu-
lar cultural product. Linstead and Grafton-Small 
( 1992 ) contrast the   production of corporate culture 
with the creative consumption of organizational 
culture by organization members. Using this con-
ception requires supplementing the analysis of the 
discourse of strategy (representation) and of the 
time spent attending strategic meetings (behav-
iour) with a study of what middle managers and 
employees actually ‘make’ or ‘do’ during that 
time and how they use these discourses. With their 
‘making’ or ‘doing’ being devious   and dispersed, 
it remains diffi cult for the researcher to analyse. 

 For de Certeau, consumption supposes the 
acceptance of an offer of products. But consumers 
are active; they take pleasure in consuming and 
consider themselves free and creative in doing so. 
Under the apparent banality of ordinary gestures 
and routine actions lurks an extraordinary cre-
ativity often ignored by theory. Individuals show 
a great capacity for ‘making do’. They exhibit 
inventiveness in terms of shrewd ploys and strata-
gems to work out their own way of doing things, 
whether it is cooking, strolling through a town or 
shopping, etc. Being analysed superfi cially, certain 
routine behaviours reveal a form of submission. 
Through in-depth analysis, they reveal ongoing 
experimentations fi lled with resistance and creativ-
ity. The relationship between reading and   writing 
is of a comparable nature: texts, just like the goods 
offered on the market, are produced by manufac-
turers who offer them to consumers – the readers – 
who decide upon their signifi cance and use them in 
their own ways. 

 De Certeau’s analysis of consumption is ori-
ented towards the ordinary practices of consumers, 
who are defi ned as ‘users of goods imposed upon 
them by producers’. Indeed, in offering products 
to consumers, producers assume a position of 
domination, against which consumers resist by 
developing inventive attitudes and practices. By 
mirroring consumption and reading, de Certeau 
reveals the two sides of consumption. On the one 
hand, consuming entails a form of acceptance of 
an imposed offer of goods. On the other, con-
sumers are neither passive nor docile; they experi-
ence freedom, creativity and pleasure – just as 
readers do. Commenting on empirical investiga-
tions of several situational social practices such 
as reading, talking, dwelling, cooking, wandering 
around, etc., de Certeau explores scientifi c litera-
ture in order to clarify the purpose of his theoret-
ical undertaking:

It may be supposed that these operations – 
multiform and fragmentary, relative to situations 
and details, insinuated into and concealed … 
within devices, whose mode of usage they con-
stitute, and thus lacking their own ideologies or 
institutions – conform to certain rules. In other 
words, there must be a logic of these practices. 
(de Certeau  1988 )   
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gradually giving shape to a multiplicity of tactics 
that constitute strategic practice. 

    Implications for research 

 As summed up in  Figure 12.1 , we have defi ned 
strategy formation as both   producing strategic texts 
and reading them, thus, as producing daily narra-
tives. The   writing of strategic texts implies the use 
of standards, which authorize the inscription of 
the text in the strategic genre. Strategic texts are 
based on the institutional ruling order and com-
bine together to produce the dominant discourse 
of strategy. Strategic texts also proceed from a 
selection and polyphonic organization of mundane 
organizational narratives. But strategy formation 
also includes the creative reading of strategic texts, 
producing unpremeditated tactics for resisting their 
domination. It is important to study the consump-
tion side of strategy making.        

 The central concept of   plot developed by Paul 
  Ricoeur helps us to bring to light the various nar-
ratives produced while organizational member 
consume dominant discourses, strategic texts and 
formal procedures, etc. […] Ricoeur ( 1984 ) built 
his concept of ‘emplotment’ ( mise en intrigue ) 
around Aristotle’s sentence that ‘the plot is the imi-
tation of the action – for by plot, I here mean the 
arrangement of the incidents’ ( Poetics ,  part VI ). 
For Ricoeur, the narrative defi ned as ‘emplotment’ 
combines the Aristotelian concepts of  mimesis  
(imitation) and  muthos  (arrangement of the inci-
dents): ’With the narrative, the semantic innova-
tion consists in the invention of a plot, which is 
also a work of synthesis: through the plot, object-
ives, causes, incidents are brought together under 
the temporal unity of an action that is complete and 
whole’ (Ricoeur, our translation). Thus, narrative 
is defi ned as a ‘synthesis of the heterogenous’. The 
concept of ‘emplotment’ may be used to identify 
how the main plot or story-line is read in differ-
ent narratives. These reading practices revealed by 
narratives can be reconstructed by the researcher 
from qualitative inquiry based upon observations 
and conventional unstructured and semi-structured 
interviews as well as from archival data. The nar-
rative perspective gives way to the analysis on the 

In organizations, employees and managers do not 
adopt, adhere to or share the ‘strategic’ vision or 
intent of their ‘charismatic leaders’. In their every-
day activities, they actively interpret, criticize, 
learn and experiment with possible attitudes and 
micro-decisions in order to implement or resist the 
multiple implications of strategic changes imposed 
on them. 

 Practice expresses creativity, a capacity ‘to 
put up with’, to subvert imposed rules and create 
room for manoeuvre. Practice includes the sub-
conscious part of creativity, seen in clever devices 
and inventions. This creativity is also evident in 
attempts to negotiate meanings of actions and 
events among organization members, i.e. in ordin-
ary and everyday narratives. The narrative register 
indeed enables the practical art to express itself, to 
experiment, to improvise and to resist the domin-
ation of a disciplining totality envisioned by some 
strategic texts. De Certeau identifi es three places 
where this practical creativity of ordinary accounts 
can be seen: the ‘games’ that formalize the organ-
izing rules of ‘actions’, the ‘game texts’ that teach 
the practices available, and tales and legends that 
expose the available good and evil tricks. This 
aspect of consumption, included in strategic activ-
ity because of its dispersion, surreptitiousness and 
deviousness, evades the eye of both the researcher 
and the manager. 

 This reading – or consumption – of strategic 
texts constitutes a second-order   production, 
which de Certeau calls a fabrication, i.e. a nar-
rative which is added to the intention of strategic 
texts  . Employees often do not adhere to, embrace 
or share the strategic vision or the worlds pro-
duced by strategists or top management. In their 
daily activities, managers and employees learn, 
test and demonstrate critical thinking to take 
micro-decisions, be they to implement or resist 
strategic mandates. This conceptualization makes 
it possible to comprehend the complexity and the 
creativity of strategy formation and to reconsider 
the problematic bond between the ‘emergent’ 
and the ‘deliberate’. On the one hand, processes 
of institutionalization accompany and support 
the emergence of integrative organizational   dis-
courses that become strategic texts. On the other, 
innumerable readings ensue in a disorderly way, 
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Ruling order 

Dominant discourse
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domination
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 Figure 12.1    Strategy making from texts and narratives  
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In such a ‘dramaturgic’ perspective, managers are 
often portrayed as puppets in the hands of cunning 
strategists. By contrast, the political view gives 
an active role to those adopting new management 
ideas or practices. This view is concerned with the 
instrumental use of ideas/practices to secure power, 
and/or with their content in terms of their material 
and/or discursive power. The political view also 
highlights contestation, tensions and resistance 
to the adoption of management ideas, whilst the 
cultural view focuses on the local embeddedness 
of ideas and practices. Culture – here the organ-
ization’s culture – can be either a bridge or a bar-
rier to the transfer of some management ideas and 
practices. Focusing on daily practice allows us to 
grasp all the contradictions and tensions of daily 
activity. Individuals are able to play with the rules 
and to use the artefacts of everyday practice at their 
own ends. Actors are also full of intent in their use 
of these practices and the intent of the actor may 
not comply with the objective purpose of a par-
ticular practice. Thus, the properties of a practice 
are open to interpretation according to the use to 
which they are put (Jarzabkowski  2004 ). Practice 
is the singular art of coping through combination, 
inventiveness and ‘Do it yourself !’ techniques, i.e. 
‘a way of thinking invested in a way of acting […] 
which cannot be dissociated from an art of using’ 
(de   Certeau  1988 ). 

   Conclusion 

 Drawing from the narrative perspective in organ-
ization studies, we address the strategic role of 
mundane stories and narratives that give mean-
ing to daily experiences and enable cooperation. 
In particular, we consider the fundamental role of 

consumption/  production interplay across three lev-
els of analysis as shown in  Table 12.1 .          

 Under the label ‘formal practices’, we mainly 
include the tools, techniques, norms and routines 
used in everyday activity to  do  things. Such prac-
tices fi t Jarzabkowski’s ( 2004 , p. 545) defi nition of 
a specifi c subset of practices: ‘those management 
tools and techniques present in macro-institutional 
and competitive contexts, arising from co-  produc-
tion within different communities of practice, that 
is, industry, academia, consultancy, and the press, 
each with some common points of discourse’. They 
are diffused through the teachings and research of 
business schools, the use by consultancy fi rms, and 
through management fashion (Abrahamson  1996 ), 
in which the popular press plays also a role.   

 The consumption of dominant discourse, stra-
tegic texts and formal practices can be tracked 
within the management fashion framework 
(Corbett & Mounoud forthcoming; Abrahamson 
 1996 ; Sturdy  2004 ). Such an analysis then encom-
passes rhetorical approaches (i.e. what direction 
is conveyed in the offi cial discourse), as well as 
political views focusing on the instrumental use 
of strategies to secure power, and cultural perspec-
tives highlighting the impact of corporate culture.   
A rhetorical approach looks at the language and 
arguments used to convince an audience. Rhetoric 
can appeal to rationality: strategies are adopted 
because ‘they work or promise to do so’. But it 
can also appeal to emotions. New strategies are 
adopted not because of their supposed effective-
ness, but rather because they ‘provide a potentially 
comforting sense of order and identity and/or con-
trol’ (Sturdy  2004 ). Rhetoric can also refer to the 
language devices and tricks used by management 
gurus and other suppliers of ideas to convince the 
somewhat naïve manager to adopt a new practice. 

 Table 12.1     A consumption perspective on strategy formation 

Consumption/Production

Ruling order: institutional environment Producing dominant discourses / Consuming social practice

Strategic texts and formal practices Producing strategic texts and formal practices / Consuming dominant 
discourses

Unruly practice Consuming strategic texts and formal practices: the consumers’ 
stories / producing social practice
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completed under new and different circumstances. 
Consequently, the analysis of strategy formation 
must not be centred only on the   conversations or 
the interactions described as ‘strategic’. Strategy 
making should be considered as the combination 
of the   production of texts and their creative   con-
sumption in daily activities. Consumption can be 
understood as the dominated   production of second-
order narratives. The descending order of the dom-
inant   discourse of strategy and the ascending order 
of the resisting narrative, the two realms of strat-
egy making, make the strategic texts their point of 
intersection and articulation. This meeting shows 
the complexity of strategy formation. The context 
dominates and informs the strategic text because 
it provides the rules for it to form itself. In return, 
the strategic text, fuelled by ordinary accounts of 
organization members’ practices, is subject to cre-
ative   readings and resistant consumption. “Human 
action is open to whoever can read” (Ricœur  1991 ). 
Through this double role of mediation, the strategic 
text gathers meaning and becomes effective.           
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