






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































appreciation of performance measurement in terms of the indicators of progress or 

success but because this category emerged at a later stage of the research this 

requires further research. 

A significant aspect of the findings is the indication that the relationships 

between and with the categories is an important aspect of strategic thinking. Strategic 

thinking involves an appreciation of priorities, balance, timing and sequencing within 

and between the categories, while acknowledging the significantly diminished role of 

the actions element. 

Certain implications of this reconsideration relate to the framework as a 

whole and to the conceptualisation of strategic thinking. Although this research has 

taken strategic thinking to be an everyday activity, which is to some extent reactive, 

this assumption may not be a valid conceptualisation for practitioners. This 

highlights one of a number of tensions that emerge from this research with respect to 

strategic thinking. In practice it may be that strategic thinking requires a balance 

between reactive and non-reactive thinking such that while a degree of reactive 

thinking is needed as strategy develops there is also a need for non-reactive thinking, 

possibly at earlier stages of a strategy process. A second tension is between strategic 

thinking that is discredited as too high level and disconnected from the real world 

and strategic thinking that is discredited as too operational. The findings in this 

research indicate that strategic thinking is high level and disconnected from the real 

world. In practice it may be that strategic thinking is high level and abstract but 

requires a balance such that it is grounded in some operational realities. The nature of 

this balance may change depending on the stage of a strategy process, for example 

between developing a vision and implementing a strategic plan. A third tension is 

between the presentation of certainty to gain a degree of commitment and legitimacy 

and an appreciation that uncertainty is inevitable and allows flexibility. The balance 

within these tension and the relationships between them is likely to be different at 

different stages of a strategy process and hence the emphasis of strategic thinking 

may also be different. 
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9.3 The implications for management education 

This section considers the implications of this research for management 

education. The fundamental knowledge structure for management education to 

develop strategic thinking has been considered in the preceding section, that is, the 

framework with its elements, elaborations, interrelationships, and related literature. 

The emphasis in this section is the nature and process of management education to 

develop strategic thinking. Given the lack of clear and agreed definitions of either 

strategic thinking or strategy, and that the development of strategic thinking is 

increasingly associated with education in strategic management or strategy this 

discussion extends to strategy education more generally. It is argued that integrating 

academic and experiential knowledge in an inductive approach better reflects the 

complexities of strategic thinking than more conventional deductive analytical 

approaches. Employed in this manner the framework represents a threshold concept 

leading to a transformed way of understanding and thinking. 

Following the reconsideration of the framework (section 9.2.5.1) the actions 

element of the framework was substantially diminished, although not completely 

eliminated, in the conceptualisation of strategic thinking developed in this research. 

In the interests of brevity and ease of reading, the diminished significance of the 

actions elements will not be reiterated but taken as read, having been acknowledged 

at the start of this discussion. An appreciation of performance measurement was 

suggested as an additional element of strategic thinking but was not developed 

further. Again, where this is mentioned in the discussion its underdeveloped status is 

taken to be understood. 

9.3.1 Concerns with management education to develop 
strategic thinking 

Given that the preceding section considered the implications of this research 

for conceptualisations of strategic thinking it is reasonable to consider what a learner 

would be taught that strategic thinking is as a result of this research, and how that 

differs from extant strategy education. One of the primary motivations for the 

researcher followed from the conclusion that there was little in the extant literature 
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that gave robust but practical advice to a management practitioner to improve 

strategic thinking. Consequently, the discussion of management education in this 

section primarily applies to post-experience learners. Understanding the phenomenon 

of strategic thinking and grounding that in managerial practice is important because 

business schools have a role in training future strategists (Whittington et al. 2006). 

The relationship between education in strategic thinking and education in 

strategic management or business strategy or corporate strategy lacks clarity. This is 

unsurprising given the lack of definitive conceptualisations of either strategy or 

strategic thinking as discussed in chapter 2. Further, strategic thinking is 

conceptualised by some authors as thinking about strategy (page 22) and developing 

strategic thinking is increasingly an outcome associated with education in strategic 

management or strategy (Liedtka and Rosenblum 1998; Schneider and Lieb 2004). 

Thus, a discussion of the implications for management education necessarily 

embraces, to a certain extent, education in strategy and strategic management and not 

just strategic thinking in isolation. However, the implications drawn relate 

specifically to education to develop strategic thinking and not strategy education 

more generally. 

Education usually involves acquainting learners with formal bodies of 

knowledge. Formal theory has a clear role in terms of communicating the outcomes 

of valid and reliable research related to strategy and strategic thinking (Greiner et at. 

2003). Additionally, maintaining an intellectual distance from the organisation's 

circumstances and everyday concerns of the practitioner is of value in management 

education by introducing new or alternative ways of thinking about those concerns 

(Harrison et al. 2007). Further, education that neglects theory and overemphasises 

practice risks learners failing to understand the assumptions and reasoning behind 

models and techniques, which weakens their ability to evaluate where and when they 

may be appropriate (Wren et al. 2007). 

However, an emphasis on formal knowledge risks giving precedence to 

inappropriate models (Armstrong 2005), for example stressing competition (Porter 

1980; 1985) where collaboration (Dyer 1997; Kanter 1994) might be more 
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appropriate or vice versa. This may be detrimental and insidious as the theoretical 

frameworks used to understand a situation influence not only how that particular 

situation is interpreted but lead to a worldview within which other situations are 

interpreted similarly (GhoshaI2005; Weick 2007). Further, teaching theory to the 

neglect of application risks learners possessing abstract conceptual knowledge but 

without the abilities to usefully apply that knowledge in managerial settings (Wren et 

a1. 2007). Analysis techniques in particular, often appear to be a form of ritual 

knowledge (Meyer and Land 2003) in that the necessary diagrams and figures can be 

generated but without understanding or evaluating the principles and complexities 

behind the representation. For example, it is rare that a learner cannot produce a 

growth-share matrix of the Boston Consulting Group type but it is also rare that they 

appreciate the underpinning logics and interrelationships of the experience curve, 

product life cycle, market share and related cash flows (Hambrick et a1. 1982; Seeger 

1984). 

Additionally, the nature of managerial knowledge in general, and strategy 

related knowledge in particular, calls into question an emphasis on formal knowledge 

in management education (GhoshaI2005; Greiner et a1. 2003). Ambiguity and rapid 

change (Schoemaker 2008) together with delays between research, its publication 

and dissemination mean that such theory has limited prescriptive value (Greiner et al. 

2003). From within the strategy field itself, the resource based view (Barney 1991; 

Prahalad and Hamel 1990; Teece et a1. 1997; Wernerfelt 1984), would suggest that 

knowledge on which success is based is unlikely to be codified, and if it were and 

communicated through management education then the source of advantage would 

be lost in doing so (Donaldson 2002). Unlike knowledge in the natural sciences the 

dissemination of knowledge potentially changes the phenomena of interest. Thus, in 

management education what may be more valid than reifying general solutions, 

causal relationships, universal models and theories is identifying pragmatic concepts 

that help to focus attention and develop management understanding that is 

contextualised (L0wendahl and Revang 1998). Ifvaluable strategic knowledge is 

localised and contextual, as suggested by the resource-based view, then the teaching 

of abstract and objectified concepts is of limited value (Schneider and Lieb 2004). 
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In relation to strategy education in particular it is argued that traditional 

curricula and pedagogy overemphasise analysis (Kachra and Schnietz 2008; 

Schoemaker 2008; Weick 1979), leading to an analytical detachment (Annstrong 

2005). Emphasising analytical techniques encourages learners to adopt a 

programmed response to phenomena, privileging the technique over the phenomena 

(Schneider and Lieb 2004), and regiments thinking in a way that may be unhelpful in 

complex and uncertain environments (Kachra and Schnietz 2008). Teaching 

analytical techniques in a sequential manner can lead to an understanding of models 

as discrete conceptual entities rather than developing an integrated pattern of 

understanding (Liedtka and Rosenblum 1998; Mahoney and McGahan 2007). 

In summary, education usually involves acquainting learners with formalised 

bodies of knowledge, codified as models or theories but the practical 

accomplishment of a management role requires a capability within a set of 

organisational circumstances (Whittington 1996). Thus, strategy education that 

overemphasises theory may be too abstract and fail to be relevant to management 

practice, while that which overemphasises application may be too superficial and fail 

to provide the necessary theoretical underpinnings. The challenge is in bridging the 

gap between general theories, and the needs and circumstances of a particular 

manager or organisation (Mockler 1994); in combining experiential and academic 

knowledge to an appropriate degree (Augier and March 2007). An additional aspect 

of this challenge, in education to develop strategic thinking, is developing an 

understanding that reflects the complex, dynamic and interrelated nature of strategy 

(Liedtka and Rosenblum 1998; Mahoney and McGahan 2007). Meeting this 

challenge requires an appropriate degree of contextualisation, acknowledging the 

criterion of usefulness for knowledge in a specific context, without losing the insight 

and benefits provided more general knowledge (Mahoney and McGahan 2007; 

Mahoney and Sanchez 2004). The contribution made by this research in responding 

to this challenging can be considered from two closely interrelated aspects, the 

content of education to develop strategic thinking and the educational process to 

develop strategic thinking. 
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9.3.2 The content of management education to develop 
strategic thinking 

This section discusses the implications of this research for the content of 

management education to develop strategic thinking. Two caveats are declared with 

respect to the nature of strategy education and the fundamental assumptions of this 

research. Following this declaration the section argues that to develop strategic 

thinking differences in perspective and emphasis are needed in relation to: the 

complexity of goals; the presence of goal conflict; the value of negative goals; 

understanding issue combinations; and understanding interrelationships between the 

elements of the framework, in particular temporal relationships. 

A significant challenge in management education is in combining experiential 

and academic knowledge to an appropriate degree (Augier and March 2007). This 

research addresses this challenge directly by identifying contextually relevant 

categories (for example goals and issues) and relationships that have meaning for 

practitioners (Mahoney and Sanchez 2004) that are also connected to the central 

themes in the strategy literature reviewed and synthesised in chapter 4. The 

framework thus formed comprises a set of conceptual handles (Huxham and Beech 

2003) that help practitioners to represent the complexities of organisational 

circumstances and, because of the connection to more general theory, facilitates 

access to the insights and benefits of that more general theory. 

The implications of this research for what strategic thinking is considered to 

be are discussed fully in section 9.2, which essentially addresses the research 

question, "What is strategic thinking?" This current section addresses the second 

research question, "What guidance might a management educator offer to improve 

strategic thinking?" using the conclusions of section 9.2 as the basis for the content 

of management education. At this point it is important to note two caveats. The 

discussion thus far has necessarily considered education in strategy and strategic 

management because of the lack of consistent or agreed definitions of either strategy 

or strategic thinking, and because developing strategic thinking is increasingly an 

intended outcome of such education (Liedtka and Rosenblum 1998; Schneider and 
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Lieb 2004). However, the prescriptions here relate specifically to education to 

develop strategic thinking. 

The extent to which these prescriptions are novel for all management 

educators is difficult to judge, since gaining access to their individual practice is 

impractical. The indicators of extant education to develop strategic thinking used in 

this discussion are from three sources: published articles relating to strategy 

education, for example those considered in section 9.3.1; widely used strategy 

textbooks, for example Johnson et al (2008), Lynch (2006), de Wit and Meyer 

(2004), and Ackermann and Eden (2005); and the researcher's anecdotal evidence 

from interactions with a number of educators and institutions over a decade of 

involvement with strategy education. Based on these indicators the prescriptions in 

this section are novel and significant. However, even for those management 

educators whose practice strongly reflects these prescriptions, this research makes a 

contribution by clarifying the relationship between their practice, existing strategy 

theory, and a robust and grounded conceptualisation of strategic thinking. 

For example, techniques for analysing industries (Porter 1980) form an 

essential part of most strategy courses but a grasp of these techniques is not essential 

for strategic thinking. It may even be that knowledge of such techniques would 

constrain strategic thinking and hence be detrimental to developing strategic 

thinking. Illustrations are available from educational practice that would suggest this 

is so. For example, the researcher has observed an executive from a chamber of 

commerce, conducting an industry analysis, grappling with whether his members are 

buyers or suppliers and similarly, an executive from a professional service 

organisation, conducting a value chain analysis (Porter 1985), grappling with what 

"inbound logistics" means for his organisation. While grappling with these analytical 

techniques may develop a greater understanding of the technique it may also lead to 

confusion and obfuscation or a fonn of ritual knowledge (Meyer and Land 2003). 

None of these outcomes leads to the integrated understanding that is essential for 

strategic thinking. 
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Thus, the prescriptions here will not apply to education in strategy on the 

whole since developing strategic thinking is usually only one of a number of 

intended educational outcomes. For example, capability with analysis techniques, 

while not essential for strategic thinking, is essential for strategic analysts and 

planners. Similarly, an understanding of strategic changes processes (Balogun and 

Hope Hailey 2008) is not essential for strategic thinking but is essential for strategic 

management. Equally, appreciating national and structural differences (Mayer and 

Whittington 1999) is important in understanding the role and implications of strategy 

as a social practice (Whittington et a1. 2003) but is not essential for strategic 

thinking. 

The second caveat concerns the fundamental perspective taken on strategic 

thinking in this research, specifically that strategic thinking is an everyday activity 

undertaken by an individual practitioner. Clearly, there are other perspectives on 

strategic thinking in the literature, for example as a multilevel phenomenon involving 

individuals, groups and organisations (Bonn 2005). There is also empirical evidence 

in this research to indicate that although this perspective is not completely rejected 

by practitioners it is not universally supported. For example, a participant in Study 3 

considered strategic thinking to be a group activity involving being "released from 

the shackles of the day to day". Acknowledging these two caveats, the implications 

for the content of education to develop strategic thinking are now considered. This 

consideration begins with the most strongly supported element, the goals element, 

and ends with the interrelationships between the elements of goals, issues, actions 

and performance measurement. 

Strategic thinking involves an appreciation of a goal system, that is, a pattern 

of goals consisting of multiple and interlinked goals rather than a single goal or 

simple sequence of goals. This goal system reflects the goals of different 

stakeholders and of different entities, for example supra-organisational, 

organisational, sub-organisational and personal goals. Extant strategy education does 

not adequately reflect the interrelated nature of this goal system. In particular 

corporate governance and stakeholder expectations are considered distinctly from 

organisational purpose and goals. The usual approach involves conSidering the 
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influence of stakeholder expectations on organisational goals, suggesting that 

organisational goals exist in isolation from those stakeholder expectations. This fails 

to reflect that organisational goals can influence stakeholder expectations, that 

organisational goals can be facilitative for stakeholder goals, or that the relationships 

between different stakeholders' goals may be at least as significant as relationships 

between stakeholder and organisational goals. This usual approach promotes a focus 

on the goals of the organisation, with a secondary emphasis on how those goals fit 

into a wider goal system and thus fails to develop the systemic appreciation that is 

necessary for strategic thinking. Where the setting is a multi-organisational 

collaborative or partnership, the goal system is still usually focussed on the 

organisations within that arrangement (Eden and Huxham 2001). 

Similarly, extant strategy education does not adequately reflect personal goals 

and aspirations, which emerged as significant aspect of strategic thinking in this 

research. It is argued that strategy has lost an important human dimension (Hambrick 

2004; Hoskisson et a1. 1999), and although more recent literature re-emphasises a 

human dimension to strategy (Chia and Holt 2006; Whittington 2003; 2004) this 

stresses the role of skills, activities and practices in strategy, but less so the 

aspirations of individuals. In extant strategy education, where a human dimension is 

included this is usually in terms of outstanding leaders and leadership qualities 

(Westley and Mintzberg 1989). In education based on a strategy making approach, 

personal goals are considered but this is within an organisational role setting (Eden 

and Ackermann 1998), thus again limiting the scope of the goal system. For an 

individual strategic thinker there will be personal goals, for example with respect to a 

spouse or family life, that are not part of an organisational role setting but that are 

still significant in the overall goal system. A strategy making approach also 

emphasises the importance of including power brokers in a strategy making process 

(Ackermann and Eden 2005) but not necessarily the incorporation of their personal 

goals into a wider goal system. 

The significant point is that the goals element of the framework provides a 

different perspective for developing strategic thinking than extant strategy education 

that focuses separately on organisational goals, stakeholder analysis and personal 
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aspirations, especially since a personal dimension is neglected in much strategy 

education. This perspective is a better basis for education to develop strategic 

thinking because its focus is an interlinked goal system, rather than treating parts of 

that goal system, for example organisational goals, stakeholder goals or personal 

goals, as discrete elements. This perspective gives precedence to understanding the 

overall system rather than these discrete elements. The educational process by which 

this perspective can be developed is discussed in section 9.3.3. 

One benefit of a perspective with a more inclusive goal system is that it 

facilitates a better appreciation of where goals are in alignment or conflict, which is 

an aspect of strategic thinking. Alignment of goals, particularly personal and 

organisational goals, emerged as a theme in Study 3 (section 8.3.6). In extant strategy 

education, alignment of goals is seen as a desirable and achievable situation 

(Bourgeois 1980; Kaplan and Norton 1996), but goal conflict receives limited 

attention. This may be warranted if, as is reported, conflict within senior 

management teams is rare (Eisenhardt et al. 1997). Where goal conflict is 

acknowledged, the recommendation is to modify goals to bring about alignment 

(Ackermann and Eden 2005). However, by focusing on the organisation, and senior 

managers in an organisational setting, extant perspectives fail to appreciate important 

areas of alignment and conflict in the wider goal system. Importantly, the extant 

perspective suggests that goal conflict is an avoidable state of affairs and suggests to 

learners that actions can and should be taken to bring about goal alignment. When 

making such suggestions, extant perspectives adopt a Cartesian dualism (Catori 

1998; Powell 2002) in which the identification of conflicts and the formulation of 

actions to bring about alignment occur prior to and distant from the experience of 

those conflicts. 

This research indicates that this view is misguided and limits the development 

of strategic thinking for a number of reasons. First, if the goal system is drawn 

appropriately widely to reflect strategic thinking then goal conflict is an expected 

consequence. This conflict may arise, for example, between personal and 

organisational goals, the different goals of powerful individuals, or the different 

goals of different stakeholders. As participants in Study 3 commented, "1 see 
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conflicting goals as natural", "Conflicting goals are implicit", and " ... in any big 

organisation there are bound to be goals in conflict ... Any list of goals always has 

conflicts. Its almost inevitable". Apparent lack of goal conflict is a consequence of 

drawing the goal system too narrowly, for example including only organisational 

goals or excluding personal goals not related to an organisational role. Second, the 

processes of perception and interpretation are significant with respect to goals and so 

different individuals are likely to interpret goals differently. As one of the 

participants in Study 3 stated "The goal has to be the agreed with everyone and is 

explicit but peoples interpretation is different. It's the same paper, the same 

document they're reading, but people have different mindsets and so see it 

differently". A second participant stated, "There is inbuilt conflict from not 

understanding each other". Hence, apparent agreement could mask conflict. Third, 

conflicts arise as strategy develops as a result of changes in interpretation or 

unintended consequences. As a result of these three factors, goal conflicts cannot be 

completely anticipated and may only emerge or be recognised as strategy develops. 

The significant point for education to develop strategic thinking is one of 

perspective and emphasis, as with the goals element itself. The extant perspective 

gives limited attention to goal conflict and emphasises goal alignment as the natural 

state of affairs for a well managed organisation, achievable by identifying goal 

conflicts and then taking actions to bring conflicting goals into alignment. Conflict 

and the political nature of strategy may be acknowledged but usually as minor or 

deviant themes. However, education to develop strategic thinking needs a greater 

acknowledgement of goal conflict and to recognise that conflicting goals are an 

inherent aspect of the type of goal system required for strategic thinking. This is not 

to say that the benefits of goal alignment or attempts to bring goals into alignment 

should be completely discredited. Rather, education to develop strategic thinking 

needs to acknowledge that, despite apparent alignment, goal conflicts are likely to be 

inherent but unrecognised or undeveloped in a goal system, and may only be 

recognised or emerge over time. Such education needs to emphasise a dynamic 

aspect that anticipates managing goal conflict as an ~ngoing process as strategy 
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develops rather than naively suggesting that goal conflict can be removed from a 

goal system. 

An additional aspect that is underemphasised in extant strategy education is 

the importance of negative goals. Extant strategy education emphasises a positive 

perspective with respect to goals, expressed as, for example, vision (Collins and 

Porras 1996), mission (Campbell and Yeung 1991) or strategic intent (Hamel and 

Prahalad 1989). Extant strategy education however fails to acknowledge that 

negative goals might drive behaviour more strongly than positive goals. As one 

participant in Study 3 stated ''you run faster if something is chasing you". Negative 

goals are acknowledged in the strategy making approach but even in this approach 

there is a suggestion that negative goals need converting into more positive, 

aspirational goals (Ackermann and Eden 2005). However, an aspect of negative 

goals that is not stressed, even in strategy making approaches, is that negative goals 

are considered more tangible, grounded and realistic by some practitioners in 

comparison to traditional positive strategic goals, which are considered too nebulous. 

The significant point with respect to education to develop strategic thinking is that 

such education should include an acknowledgment of the importance of negative 

goals in driving behaviour and having a greater degree of tangibility. That is not to 

say that negative goals should not be converted into more positive ones, since 

positive goals are more socially and politically acceptable, but rather to make clear to 

learners the advantages and disadvantages of each type of goal. 

The second most strongly supported element of the framework is the issues 

element. Strategic thinking involves an appreciation of combinations of interrelated 

issues arising from both internal and external sources, including supra-organisational, 

organisational, sub-organisational and personal issues. Strategic thinking requires an 

appreciation of the ways in which issues from various sources combine to generate 

the organisational context or circumstances. It is the appreciation of this issue 

combination as a whole that reflects strategic thinking. As with the goals element, the 

difference between education to develop strategic thinking and extant strategy 

education is one of perspective and emphasis. In extant strategy education a strategic 

issue perspective is not common; the emphasis is on analytical techniques that may 
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surface strategic issues rather than understanding the issues themselves. This 

approach encourages an emphasis on the technique rather than the issue, and 

understanding and applying the technique become ends in their own right. As one 

participant in Study 3 commented, "I know there are people who do MBAs and that 

, helps them to think in particular ways but if they don't understand the issues then I'm 

not sure how much help that is". This is unfortunate since the work of a management 

practitioner involves dealing with issues more than conducting analyses. 

Further, extant approaches usually teach analytical techniques in a sequential 

manner, typically starting with broad external analysis techniques and then moving 

onto internal analysis techniques. A typical sequence would be macro-environmental 

analysis using PEST or one of its derivatives, industry level analysis using a five 

forces framework, strategic group analysis"market segment and competitor analysis, 

stakeholder analysis, resource audit, competencies analysis, value chain and value 

system analysis. Having conducted this range of analyses, the learner then needs to 

integrate their findings to produce an overall assessment of the organisation's 

circumstances, in essence to appreciate the issue combination facing the 

organisation. The success or otherwise of this approach for developing strategic 

thinking depends crucially on the extent to which the learner can re-integrate these 

issues produced by the various analysis techniques. Unfortunately this sequential 

analytical approach usually undermines the leamer's ability to produce an integrated 

assessment of an organisation's circumstances because it gives precedence, at least in 

the leamer's mind, to the analytical technique. Further, the approach dis-integrates 

interrelationships between issues that do not fall into the same analytical domain, for 

example issues concerned with industry level dynamics and the organisation's 

resource base. The most common methods in extant approaches of integrating across 

analytical domains and redressing this atomisation of organisational circumstances 

use SWOT or similar frameworks. However, these usually fail to generate any 

significant integration of issues or develop any depth oflmderstanding (Hill and 

Westbrook 1997). 

One established approach to strategy education that does place an emphasis 

on strategic issues and their interrelationships is the strategy making approach of 
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Ackennann and Eden (2005). However, there is a difference in perspective between 

that approach and this research. In particular their strategy making approach 

explicitly refers to a strategy making process with a management team whereas this 

research explicitly refers to strategic thinking as an everyday activity undertaken by 

an individual. The strategy making approach involves eliciting a combination of 

issues to generate a shared understanding within a team of an organisation's 

circumstances as the first stage in a strategy making process. Subsequent stages in 

that process build on that initial shared understanding. This approach therefore may -

encourage a perspective with learners, similar to more mainstream analytical 

approaches, that issue combinations are relatively static and thus fail to adequately 

reflect the dynamic nature of issue combinations, for example how issues may be re­

framed, re-categorised or reinterpreted over time. 

The significant point for education to develop strategic thinking is that a 

different perspective is required with respect to strategic issues than is prevalent in 

extant strategy education and that perspective is provided by the framework 

developed in this research. Extant strategy education gives precedence to the 

sequential application of analytical techniques, and even though that approach is 

intended to systematically develop an understanding of an organisation's 

circumstances, it fails to do so because the techniques to produce subsequent 

integration of issues are ineffective. Education to develop strategic thinking needs to 

give precedence to understanding the issue combinations that constitute an 

organisation's circumstances so that an integrated understanding of those 

circumstances is preserved and developed. This involves a primary emphasis on 

issue combinations to preserve an appreciation of their interrelationships and a 

secondary consideration of analytical techniques. The educational process by which 

this is achieved is discussed in section 9.3.3. 

The discussion thus far has stressed the importance of integration within the 

elements of the framework; that the goal system reflects a diversity of stakeholders 

and entities, and the interrelationships between their goals; that an issue combination 

integrates issues from a diversity of stakeholders and entities so as to provide an 

understanding of an organisation's circumstances. This stress on integration and 
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appreciating interrelationships extends to the framework overall. Education to 

develop strategic thinking also requires an appreciation of interrelationships between 

the elements of the framework, that is, interrelationships between goal systems, 

combinations of issues and, to a lesser degree, patterns of actions (and performance 

measurement). As one participant in Study 3 stated, strategic thinking is "about the 

relationships between the three categories" and "The biggest issue is understanding 

what the relationship is between the three". The ability to achieve an integrated 

perspective on an organisation and its circumstances is usually seen as a primary goal 

of strategy education (Greiner et a1. 2003; Stephen et a1. 2002; Thomas 1998). 

However, extant strategy education encourages to learners to think in a 

compartmentalised way, for example, in categories of internal and external or 

formulation and implementation (Kachra and Schnietz 2008) and so usually fails to 

develop this integrated perspective. 

Thus, education to develop strategic thinking should encourage learners to 

think about what outcomes might be realised, what factors might facilitate or hinder 

the realisation of those outcomes, how those outcomes might be realised and how 

they might be measured, in an interrelated way rather than, for example, in a 

sequential way, moving from setting strategic objectives, through strategy 

formulation to implementation and control. For example. two elements of the 

framework are goals and performance measurement (although this latter element is 

undeveloped in the research). In extant strategy education, performance measurement 

would usually be considered as a later stage consideration, related to implementing 

or developing strategy to deliver predetermined goals (Ackermann and Eden 2005; 

Eden and Ackermann 1998). The argument from this research is that the direction of 

causality can be reversed with performance measurement regimes influencing what 

goals are set. By way of illustration, the National Student Survey is a performance 

measure for UK Higher Education institutions but its introduction has led some 

institutions to set organisational goals at the award and module level that map 

directly onto the National Student Survey performance measures. The establishment 

. of performance measures has influenced directly what organisational goals are set. 
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The preceding example illustrates a relationship of influence between two 

elements of the framework. There are a potentially large number of possible 

interrelationships between the elements of the framework, and these will vary in 

terms of direction, strength and type of relationship. It is beyond the scope of this 

discussion to consider the diversity of potential relationships and, more importantly, 

the research provides limited data with respect to the characteristics of different 

interrelationships, other than indicating their importance with respect to strategic 

thinking. However, one type of interrelationship highlighted by this research relates 

to the timing and sequencing of the elements in the framework. 

The aspect of time most often represented in strategy education is that of a 

time horizon; strategy is about the long term, learners are usually told. Time horizons 

are also often mentioned in relation to the time available to bring about strategic 

change. However, this research indicates that there are other aspects of time that are 

involved in strategic thinking, specifically, an appreciation of the temporal 

interrelationships between the elements of the framework. For example a participant 

in Study 3 talked about a Director of Finance pressurising for "the introduction of 

cost saving measures when staff had not had the proper training ... an issue of timing 

of goals". Thus, education to develop strategic thinking should develop an 

understanding of rhythms and pace associated with organisational phenomena, in 

addition to time horizons (Bluedom and Standifer 2006). Such education should 

encourage learners to develop a time-path view of strategy with interrelationships 

mapped over time (Warren 2005; Warren and Langley 1999). 

Again, this is a matter of perspective and emphasis. The importance of timing 

in strategy is acknowledged to some extent but most prominently in relation to the 

timing of innovation moves in high velocity environments (Eisenhardt and SuB 

2001). What is argued in this discussion is that a stronger emphasis on temporal 

aspects is needed. For example, a typical case study used for educational purposes 

will contain a description of events and factors in the past, present and future. 

However, it is rare for learners to be encouraged to map those onto some type of 

strategic calendar (Thakur and Calingo 1992) such that they can appreciate the 

sequencing, pace, cycles, durations, gaps and overlaps of those events and factors. It 
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is still rarer for learners to be encouraged to add their analysis and recommendations, 

for example with respect to significant goals, issues and possibly actions. Similarly, a 

SWOT type analysis rarely includes any temporal characteristics. This type of 

temporal mapping would highlight differences between temporal mental models and 

is likely to facilitate enhanced group working (Standifer and Bluedorn 2006), thus 

improving the managerial capability of the learner. 

The significant point for education to develop strategic thinking is that a 

perspective is needed that has a greater emphasis on the interrelationships between 

the elements of the framework than is currently found in extant strategy education. In 

particular temporal interrelationships require a greater emphasis. This represents a 

significant challenge for both the educator and the learner since the tools and 

methods to capture and represent these temporal interconnections are not readily 

available and will require a degree of development. 

In summary, this research has a number of implications for the content of 

management education to develop strategic thinking. These implications are 

primarily in terms of perspective and emphasis, and are specifically: a perspective of 

a wider goal system incorporating stakeholder and personal goals rather than a 

discrete focus on organisational goals; a greater emphasis on goal conflict rather than 

an implicit assumption that goal alignment is the natural state of affairs for a well 

managed organisation; a greater recognition that in converting negative goals into 

more positive ones certain benefits related to tangibility are potentially lost; a 

perspective that places a greater emphasis on understanding combinations of issues 

rather than an emphasis on analytical techniques that dis-integrate understanding 

across analytical domains; and a perspective that places a greater emphasis on the 

interrelationships between the elements of the framework, in particular temporal 

relationships in terms of timing, duration, pace, cycle, gaps and overlaps of events 

and factors. 
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9.3.3 The process of management education to develop 
strategic thinking 

The preceding section highlighted the limitations of sequential, analytical 

approaches to strategy education and asserted that different perspectives and 

emphases were required to develop strategic thinking. However, no explicit 

recommendations were made for alternative approaches. This section addresses that 

shortcoming by making explicit prescriptions for the type of educational process that 

would develop strategic thinking in a way consistent with the conceptualisation of 

strategic thinking developed in this research. 

The most prevalent approach to strategy education is a deductive one in 

which precedence is given to strategy theories and concepts (Greiner et at. 2003). 

The advantages and disadvantages of a deductive approach are discussed more fully 

in section 9.3.1 and highlighted in section 9.3.2, and are only summarised here. A 

deductive approach would utilise valid research, maintain an intellectual detachment 

and provide new ways of thinking and new insights. For example, a practitioner 

tasked to conduct a five forces industry analysis (Porter 1980) will benefit from a 

conceptual description of industry dynamics based on validated research. Prompting 

the practitioner to think of the substitutes for an industry's products may lead a 

practitioner to think more broadly, outside the confines of their industry, than they 

had previously done. However, a deductive approach risks: the application of 

inappropriate models or theories leading to inappropriate worldviews; conceptual 

detachment and regimented thinking that may provide understanding but a limited 

basis for action; a lack of integration that fails to reflect the nature of the practitioner 

experience and the managerial world; and an unwarranted prescriptive authority to 

general theory. For example, giving precedence to a five forces analysis may 

structure a practitioner's worldview in terms of threats such that they overlook 

opportunities for cooperation and collaboration. Further, knowledge of the threat of 

substitutes for their industry's products may provide little guidance to the practitioner 

as regards action to take, as part ofthe ongoing interrelated complex stream of 

issues, events, decisions, problems and actions in which they are immersed, despite 

recommendations the "minimise the threat of substitutes". 
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Given these considerations and the discussions in sections 9.3.1 and 9.3.2 it is 

argued here that an inductive approach is better suited to the development of strategic 

thinking than a deductive approach. An inductive approach would involve using a 

minimal set of initial categories, that is, goals, issues, actions and performance 

measurement, in their simplest form, and building and elaborating from that starting 

point. It is acknowledged that the significance of the actions element is diminished 

and that the performance measurement element is undeveloped, but in the interests of 

brevity and ease of reading these qualifications will not be reiterated, having been 

acknowledged here. The emphasis would be to maintain an integrated perspective 

rather than develop a number of atomised views by the application of analytical 

techniques. It is clearly impractical to provide complete and detailed prescriptions for 

such an approach because of potential differences in group composition, prior 

knowledge and experience ofthe learners, length of time available, how that time is 

arranged, and the personal preferences of the educator. However, general 

recommendations and illustrations can be provided. 

By way of illustration, one method of introducing these elements to a group 

of learners would be by applying the framework to the course itself. Most courses 

begin with some form of introduction that usually indicates what the course is 

intended to achieve, what content will be covered and what activities will be 

involved. In the inductive approach suggested here, the first session could involve a 

series of questions to the individual learners in the group: what are their goals for the 

course; what will help and hinder their achievement of those goals; what actions will 

they take to support those goals; and how will they measure their performance? 

Answering these questions could take a relatively short period of time, in the region 

of ten minutes. These questions establish with the learners the fundamental elements 

of the framework and, importantly, introduce a personal dimension. Subsequent 

questions to the learners would then be used to elaborate and develop 

interconnections from those initial answers. While the exact details may vary from 

group to group it is possible to speculate on some of those elaborations and 

interconnections. For example, some learners will set a goal of success in the course 

and this will require actions in terms of commitment to study. However, this is likely 
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to cause conflicts with other goals, for example time spent with a spouse or taking a 

promotion or a foreign posting. Clearly, this can be used by an educator to bring in 

an appreciation of the goals of other stakeholders, spouse and employer, which are of 

consequence for the leamer's goals for the course. It can also be used to develop an 

understanding of how the goals associated with the course fit into their individual 

goal system. It may be that completing the course is a facilitative goal towards a 

promotion, in which case if offered a promotion the commitment to the course 

becomes unnecessary. Alternatively, if completing the course is a facilitative goal for 

changing employers, then an offer of promotion will not affect the commitment to 

the course. Thus, the course itself is used as the content and context for the learners 

to become familiar with the framework iIi an experiential rather than a conceptual 

way. This develops knowledge of acquaintance (Spender 1996) and strategic 

thinking in that context, with the expectation that it can be transferred to other 

contexts. This first session is likely to last between 30 and 60 minutes and the role of 

the educator is to manage a process that encourages learners to elaborate the 

elements of the framework and to develop interrelations between the elements. 

The second session would then move on to consider the circumstances of a 

particular organisation, with executives or post experience learners using their own 

organisation. The entry point for this second session could be any of the four 

elements of the framework again using questions to guide the learners' thinking, for 

example: what goals are pursued, why are these goals pursued and what actions 

support these goals; what issues are facing the organisation, why are they issues and 

how is the organisation responding; what actions is the organisation taking or 

intending, what goals do those actions support and what issues do these actions 

address; or how is performance measured and why is performance measured in that 

way? This approach is likely to be seen as more relevant by practitioners and may be 

more valid in terms of understanding an organisation's circumstances. In subsequent 

sessions, depending on the entry point and the answers given, the educator can steer 

the learners to develop and elaborate specific aspects as appropriate. For example, if 

a group appear to be overly fixated on actions or performance measures the educator 

can reorient them towards goals or issues whilst maintaining the connection to 
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actions or performance measures by asking what goals particular actions support or 

what issues are associated with particular performance measures. The significant 

point here is that the while the educator facilitates a change in focus the process of 

questioning adopted maintains at least a peripheral awareness of interrelationships. 

Thus, the details of the how and when topics are covered may vary from group to 

group but what those topics are is guided by the ideas discussed in section 9.3.2 and 

the educator asks questions and makes references to maintain an awareness of 

integrated perspective by the learner. 

This inductive approach does not necessarily involve disregarding extant 

theory. For example, a practitioner can gain some of the insights and benefits of 

value chain analysis (Porter 1985), without applying the technique in a deductive 

sense, if a management educator facilitates links between the practitioner's 

experience and the value chain literature. Developing this example, if providing 

value to customers is not identified as an issue by a learner then a question about 

how value is created for customers would prompt consideration of that issue. 

Subsequent questions about what activities were primary and which were supporting 

in creating (or destroying) that value would prompt a deeper consideration of the 

issue. Further questions about how each of those activities in isolation and in their 

interconnections created value would prompt a deepening of understanding. The use 

of appropriate questions and prompts, as in this example, is one way in which extant 

theory can be incorporated in the educational process but there will be other 

methods. For example, if providing value to customers is not identified as an issue, a 

learner could be directed to general theory regarding value chain analysis (Porter 

1985) or possibly more focussed theory (Armistead and Clark 1993; Stabell and 

Fjeldstad 1998). Thus the role of the management educator is to facilitate a 

connection between the grounded categories of the practitioner and the abstract 

concepts of theory. The learners' knowledge and understanding is not restricted to 

their specific limited experience, because it is linked to more general theory, and 

their knowledge and understanding is not restricted to general theory, because it is 

linked to their individual experience. In this way, theory is used as a way to clarify 
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thinking, test underlying assumptions and provide new insights rather than as a 

description of the world as it is. 

Utilising existing theory in this inductive approach involves more of a 

coaching role than a teaching role (Whittington 1996) and a set of questions to guide 

this coaching are developed later in section 9.4.2 and summarised in appendix 13.4. 

In this coaching role the management educator has a clear understanding of the 

knowledge structures with which they wish the learner to become familiar and a 

sound grasp of the related literature. In education to develop strategic thinking these 

knowledge structures and related literature are those discussed in sections 9.2 and 

9.3.2. The framework developed in this research forms the foundational elements of 

a network knowledge structure, providing the basis for meaningful learning that links 

new knowledge, which may be conceptual or experiential, to existing knowledge 

(Hay et al. 2008). However, in contrast to a more deductive teaching role, the 

management educator guides the learner to explore and consider relevant theory in 

relation to their own individual and organisational circumstances. Different learners 

may take different paths through this knowledge structure but the educator ensures 

they all visit the major sites of interest along the way. Thus, while the framework 

provides the foundational elements of a network knowledge structure this is 

personalised as the learner adapts and elaborates it to reflect their own interpretations 

and experience. Clearly, for this approach to be successful a management educator 

requires not only a strong capability with the strategy literature, but also a high 

degree of confidence to work with that literature in a relatively freeform way, and a 

skill with questioning and facilitation techniques to promote learning. 

Where this inductive approach is used a learner is likely to progress through 

three stages. The initial stage represents superficial understanding in which the 

suggestion that strategic thinking involves an appreciation of goal systems and 

combinations of issues may be seen as quite anodyne. However, a learner will 

quickly move towards understandings that are more appropriately complex in 

reflecting organisational circumstances and managerial experience (Atwater ct al. 

.2008; Mahoney and McGahan 2007; Weick 1979). The final stage involves a move 

towards more profound understandings that have adequate awareness and knowledge 
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of theory such that the learner is equipped to disregard theory that is not of value in 

the particular circumstances (Weick 2007). By this final stage the learner has built on 

and elaborated the foundational elements of the framework by exposure to relevant 

theory and consideration of its value in relation to their particular circumstances to 

form a personalised network knowledge structure. 

To this extent the framework could be interpreted as a threshold concept that 

leads to a previously inaccessible way of thinking (Clouder 2005) and a transfonned 

understanding that integrates other concepts (Davies and Mangan 2007; Meyer and 

Land 2003) from the strategy field. As discussed in section 9.2 the framework brings 

together concepts from the strategy literature relating to goals, issues, actions and 

performance measurement in a way that emphasises the interrelationships between 

these concepts. Thus, the framework provides an organising schema that shifts 

emphasis from isolated concepts, for example industry analysis, to a more integrated 

perspective that places an emphasis on the interrelationships between concepts. By 

way of illustration, stressing the temporal relationships between say, the time taken 

to achieve a goal the organisation sets, the duration of an opportunity that would 

support that goal, the response time of competitors that would hinder that goal and 

the time required to develop the necessary organisational resources to take advantage 

of the opportunity, enables a significantly different perspective than one that places 

an emphasis on say industry analysis. 

However, this transformed understanding might involve a degree of 

emotional distress as a learner passes through a liminal state (Meyer and Land 2005) 

in which there is a degree of anxiety (Cousin 2006). While management education 

should be about extending a learning community rather than handing over finished 

models (Gosling and Mintzberg 2006) this may lead to a degree of anxiety from 

learners, particularly if the certainties of the analytical techniques of strategy are 

undermined but not replaced with the certainties of alternative techniques. The 

techniques of strategy may be so closely tied to identity that once acquired, 

discarding them causes anxiety and a threat to the identity of the individual since 

such techniques create an impression of managerial competence (Weick 2007) and 

enable participation in the managerial discourse of strategy (Knights and Morgan 
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1991). This may especially be so where learners expect trouble free knowledge, since 

given the nature of practice, that is not possible (Clouder 2005) and the 

conceptualisation of strategic thinking here may be troublesome (Meyer and Land 

2003) to the extent that it suggests that there are no clear and definitive solutions. 

This transformation might also have implications for an individual's identity (Davies 

and Mangan 2007) and a shift in values, feelings and attitude (Meyer and Land 

2003), particularly if it involves a shift away from conceptual knowledge 

independent of context to learning as a process of becoming a different person with 

respect to others and a wider environment (Harrison et a1. 2007). 

This section has considered the implications of this research for the process 

of management education to develop strategic thinking. It is argued that an inductive 

approach would be more effective in developing strategic thinking than a deductive 

approach. An appropriate inductive approach would use the elements of the 

framework as a minimal set of initial categories and emphasise the interrelationships 

between these categories. Extant theory would be used to clarify thinking, test 

underlying assumptions and suggest new insights and the role of the educator would 

be to facilitate links between the learners' experience and extant theory. In this type 

of approach the framework could be interpreted as a threshold concept that develops 

an integrated understanding based on the framework. 

9.4 The implications for practice 

The section begins by establishing the basis for claims that this research is 

suitable for guiding strategic thinking practice. It subsequently examines three 

archetypal settings, everyday settings, formal meetings and strategy workshops. It is 

argued that these settings differ in terms of the time available, the information 

available and the purpose of strategic thinking in that setting. It is concluded that 

while everyday settings are disadvantaged by a lack of time and information , 
workshop settings are disadvantaged by a lack of disclosure. The later parts of the 

section discuss detailed guidance for strategic thinking practice based on three 

speculative processes: constructing; refining and appraising. A question set is 
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associated with each of these processes to act as guidance for the practitioner and the 

full set is presented in appendix 13.4. 

This research suggests guidance for the practice of strategic thinking but 

before considering this in detail it is appropriate to consider the basis for such claims. 

Research and literature relevant to strategic thinking can be evaluated for its value in 

guiding practice using three criteria: the robustness of the theoretical and 

methodological basis for the conceptualisation of strategic thinking; the scope of the 

conceptualisation of strategic thinking; and the degree of orientation towards either 

"about what to think" or "how to think". The distinction between strategic thinking 

as "about what to think" and "how to think" in relation to this research is summarised 

in Table 9-2. 

A lack of robust theoretical or methodological basis limits value to practice 

since any guidance given may be founded on weak knowledge claims, even though 

such guidance may be readily accessible. For example, Linkow (1999) concludes that 

there are seven thinking competences from a study of twenty strategic thinkers. 

However, because the methodological details are neither disclosed nor provided by 

Linkow on request, and the journal does not have a high academic standing, the 

veracity of his conclusions must be treated with caution. Alternatively, where there is 

a robust basis for knowledge claims, the value to practitioners may be limited 

because of a narrow conceptualisation of strategic thinking, for example, strategic 

thinking that is related to strategic groups (Reger and Huff 1993) or competitive 

groups (Porac et al. 1989). Further, the circumstances of the practitioner may be 

different from those in which the conceptualisation is applicable, for example, 

strategic thinking that is related to international development (Goldsmith 1996) or 

military conduct (Chen 1994) will have little relevance for a practitioner in a 

collaborative partnership with a sub-national scope. Additionally, while strategic 

thinking is frequently conceptualised as how to think (as indicated in Table 2-1), for 

example creatively (Porter 1987b) or synthetically (Mintzberg 1994), this 

recommendation is of little value unless it is combined with a recommendation of 

about what to think. For example, Heracleous (1998) emphasises that strategic 

thinking is a creative mode of thinking involving double-loop learning and draws on 
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a number of authors to develop this conceptualisation. However, Heracleous is less 

explicit regarding exactly about what a practitioner would be thinking creatively. 

Thus, the value of literature is limited unless both these aspects are adequately 

represented. It is argued that the framework developed in this research performs well 

against these criteria: it has a robust theoretical and methodological basis that is 

explicit to the reader; it develops a simple and general framework (Starbuck 2004; 

Thomgate 1976; Weick 1999) that has wide applicability and the flexibility to be 

tailored to specific circumstances; and because of its network structure 

accommodates adequately aspects of both about what to think and how to think, as 

detailed in Table 9-2. 

9.4.1 The influence of different settings on strategic thinking 

However, in considering guidance provided by this research it is pertinent to 

consider the influence of the setting in which strategic thinking takes place. This 

research adopted a position of strategic thinking as an everyday activity undertaken 

by an individual. Strategic thinking in this sense is considered a form of mindful 

practical coping rather than mindless practical coping (Chia and Holt 2006; Chia and 

MacKay 2007), as practitioners "act thinkingly" <,Weick 1983:225). This position 

distinguishes this research from the research to which it connects most directly, that 

of Eden and Ackermann (Ackermann and Eden 2005; Eden 1990; Eden and 

Ackermann 1998; 2002), whose emphasis is explicitly on a strategy making process 

with a management team in a workshop or similar setting. These two types of 

settings are in some ways diametrically opposed, as the former explicitly relates to 

the day to day that is considered suspended in the latter (Hodgkinson et a1. 2006). 

However, despite this contrast, a contribution of this research is in illuminating the 

different aspects of strategic thinking emphasised in these different settings, and 
I 

providing guidance to practitioners based on those different emphases. A third type 

of setting, positioned between these two opposites, are formal meetings, for example 

board meetings or management team meetings, whose explicit purpose is does not 

include strategy. For example one of the participants in Study 3 stated that the senior 

management team held "three types of meeting, strategic, management and 
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performance". There are three features of these different settings that are relevant to 

this discussion. 

First, in these different settings there will be different time frames within 

which strategic thinking occurs, that is, the time available for strategic thinking. In an 

everyday setting, the time available for strategic thinking might be severely 

constrained because of other calls on a practitioner's time and attention, and may 

only be a matter of minutes. Alternatively, in formal meetings the time frame for 

strategic thinking may extend to a few hours rather than minutes but may still be 

constrained because of calls on the practitioner'S time and attention by the purpose 

and agenda of the meeting. For example, the agenda ofa performance meeting may 

direct a practitioner's attention towards a limited set of goals to the extent that it is 

difficult to consider how that limited set fits into a wider goal system. In settings 

whose explicit purpose is related to strategic thinking, for example strategy 

workshops, the time frame may extend to a number of days. Clearly, there may be 

opportunities outside these explicit settings, for example when travelling, that might 

inform strategic thinking in these specific settings. 

Second, the information available to the practitioner and incorporated into 

strategic thinking is likely to vary in different settings. In everyday settings the 

practitioner is likely to utilise knowledge carried around in their heads (Mezias and 

Starbuck 2003a), often in the form of a mental model that integrates key information 

(Eisenhardt 1989b), but which is likely to contain erroneous assumptions and 

perceptions (Mezias and Starbuck 2003b). Methods of working with this information 

in everyday settings are often minimal and unsophisticated, for example hand written 

notes and diagrams. However, as in the celebrated story of Jack Welch's napkin 

(Keidel 2005), such simple methods can be effective in those settings. In formal 

meetings more substantial information will be available and the receipt and 

discussion of formal reports will often form the basis of the meeting agenda. These 

reports may be in depth and detailed but methods for integrating this information arc 

not usually a design feature of such meetings. Discussing strategy explicitly in these 

meetings may be considered inappropriate but the meeting does provide an 

opportunity to obtain the perspectives of other members of a group. Strategy 
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workshops are supported by extensive information provision, for example of the type 

suggested by Ansoff (1968), and also by methods for capturing, presenting, sharing 

and integrating that information (Ackermann and Eden 2005; Eden 1990; Eden and 

Ackermann 1998; 2002; Hodgkinson et a1. 2006). 

The third feature is the purpose of strategic thinking in that setting. In a 

strategy workshop there are usually expectations that strategic thinking will be made 

explicit and that there will be a degree of sharing between the participants. This 

sharing is beneficial in terms of providing multiple perspectives, offsetting individual 

biases and interpretations, and building areas of agreement. However, a strategy 

workshop involves social and political processes (Eden 1992b; Eden and Ackermann 

1998), and usually an expectation that a conclusion will be reached at the end of the 

workshop. Consequently, there will be pressures for an individual strategic thinker to 

engage in an accepted strategy discourse (Barry and Elmes 1997) and their revealed 

strategic thinking may be substantially different from their private strategic thinking. 

Hence there will be a substantial difference between strategic thinking that remains 

private to an individual and what is shared in strategy workshops and formal 

meetings. This suggestion that aspects of strategic thinking will remain private and 

others revealed was suggested by one of the participants in Study 2 (page 65). 

These features, the time available, the information available and the purpose 

of strategic thinking in the setting, will have consequences for the scope and depth of 

strategic thinking, and the extent of disclosure of strategic thinking. Based on these 

features general guidance can be offered. In everyday settings a practitioner should 

be aware of the potential limitations arising from time constraints, partial and 

superficial information, and personal bias and interpretations. In response to this 

awareness a practitioner should attempt to obtain better information about those areas 

where they consider information to be weak and to seek opportunities to obtain the 

perspectives of others. Formal meetings provide opportunities to obtain and request 

better information and also to observe and elicit others' perspectives. Strategy 

workshops also provide similar opportunities but with the additional aspect that a 

degree of sharing between workshop participants is expected. This means that the 

perceptions of others are more accessible. However, strategy workshops involve 
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social and political processes and hence the practitioner should be aware that certain 

aspects of their individual strategic thinking may be socially and politically 

unacceptable in this setting. For example, one chief executive in Study 3 complained 

that they were "the only one who had read the detail and so was the only one who 

understood what the problem was" but this led to them being "patronised" as being 

too operational. Thus, in response to this awareness a practitioner should consider 

which aspects of their strategic thinking it is appropriate to reveal and which to keep 

private. In the example above, the chief executive may have been wiser to avoid 

talking about the detail and maintained credibility with their peers, even though they 

considered understanding the detail an important aspect of strategic thinking in this 

instance. The significant point here is that the strategic thinking undertaken by an 

individual in an everyday setting will be significantly different from that revealed in 

a strategy workshop or similar setting; but different does not mean inferior. The very 

conditions intended to improve strategic thinking, specifically the sharing of 

information and perceptions, and engagement in social and political processes, have 

the consequence that certain aspects of strategic thinking are not revealed or shared. 

Thus, while strategic thinking in an everyday setting is impoverished by weaknesses 

in information and individual bias, strategic thinking in a workshop setting is 

impoverished by a failure to disclose socially and politically unacceptable aspects. 

9.4.2 Guidance for strategic thinking practice 

The previous section considered the influences of setting on the guidance for 

practitioners in general terms. This current section discusses this guidance in more 

detail with reference to the framework for strategic thinking developed in this 

research. The framework is discussed in detail in sections 9.2 and 9.3.2 and the 

guidance in this section is based on that detail. Although strategic thinking is 

conceptualised in this research as an everyday activity undertaken by an individual, 

in contrast to a group activity in a workshop setting (Ackermann and Eden 2005; 

Eden 1990; Eden and Ackermann 1998; 2002), this research has implications for 

workshop settings in terms of the expression of individual strategic thinking in those 

settings. Making explicit the consequences of workshop settings for the expression of 

strategic thinking is particularly pertinent given that'the study of strategy workshops 
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of increasing interest in the strategy field (Hodgkinson et a1. 2006; Whittington et at. 

2006). 

For the purposes of this discussion it is useful to conceive of strategic 

thinking as comprising three processes: constructing; refining; and appraising. It is 

important to make clear that these processes are not supported directly from the data 

in this research and this is not a creative attempt by the researcher to produce an 

explanation of the reality ofthe phenomenon of study (Starbuck 2004). Rather, they 

represent an appropriate use of creativity, insight and inspiration in a research 

process (Langley 1999; Pettigrew 1997) to codify the research in way to make 

guidance for practice more accessible. The introduction of this classification is an 

original aspect of this research, since, although these processes may be implicit in 

other work, they are not explicitly delineated in this form or combination. For the 

purpose of this discussion each of these processes will be considered in tum but it is 

important to recognise that this sequential presentation of processes and aspects of 

those processes is an analytical and discursive device. If these processes were to 

represent a valid description of processes involved in strategic thinking they would 

be expected to occur with degrees of simu"ttaneity and iteration rather than in a linear 

and sequential manner. At the end ofthe description of each process a series of 

questions is provided as the basis for guidance to practitioners. 

9.4.2.1 The process of constructing 

The process of constructing involves identifying the elements of the 

framework and their interrelationships. It is pertinent to comment on the actions and 

performance measurement elements of the framework at this point. Following Study 

3 the significance of actions element is diminished and the significance of a 

performance measurement element under-explored. However, both elements are 

included in this discussion for completeness and their diminished and under-explored 

status not reiterated, having been acknowledged at this point. When discussing 

strategic thinking practice it is also pertinent to bear in mind that although 

conceptually clear, the categories of goals, issues and actions blurred for some 

participants in Study 3. Thus, in practice it may be less important to definitively 
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categorise a factor, say as a goal or issue, than recognising the factor's significance 

and its interrelationships with other factors. 

The constructing process has two aspects. The first involves the identification 

of the elements of the framework, specifically: the goals of the organisation, its 

stakeholders and relevant entities; the issues associated with the organisation and 

those stakeholders and entities; true stakeholders ifproxy stakeholders are indicated; 

current and intended actions; and performance measurement criteria and procedures. 

This primarily involves analytical thinking and the significant point of guidance to 

the practitioner is to consider a goal system wider than they might otherwise do such 

that it includes the goals of stakeholders and personal goals. 

The second aspect of the constructing process involves identifying 

interrelationships within and between the elements. In particular this involves 

appreciating: a goal system with multiple and interlinked goals, some of which will 

be facilitative for other goals; an issue combination that provides an understanding of 

context and circumstances; the impact of an issue combination on a goal system; and 

the impact of an issue combination in constraining or enabling actions. This aspect of 

constructing primarily involves synthetic thinking but there will be an element of 

creative thinking in identifying possible interrelationships. This aspect of the 

constructing process can be illustrated with respect to the goal system. Even where 

there appears to be a single, clearly stated goal, for example maximising long-run 

profitability, the practitioner should appreciate that goal as part of a larger, more 

complex goal system. Achieving maximising long-run profitability is the 

consequence of achieving a number of subordinate goals and might itselfbe 

subordinate to the goals of investors concerned with not only return on their 

investment but also ethical business behaviour. Further, achievement of this goal 

might be more or less possible depending on the goals of competitors and 

collaborators, for example their goals regarding which products to supply to which 

markets. Clearly, achievement oflong-run profitability or not will have implications 

for the personal aspirations of those involved. The significant point of guidance to 

the practitioner is a shift of perspective to a more holistic view and questions to guide 

this shift in perspective are presented in Table 9-3. 
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Table 9-3 Questions to guide the constructing process 

• What are the goals of: 
o The organisation? 
o Its stakeholders? 

• Are there any proxy stakeholders? 
o Recognisable groups and individuals? 
o You personally? 
o How are these goals interrelated? 

• What are the issues associated with: 
o The organisation? 
o Its stakeholders? 

• Are there any proxy stakeholders? 
o Recognised groups and individuals? 
o You personally? 
o How are these issues interrelated? 

• What actions are currently being undertaken or planned by: 
o The organisation? 
o You personally? 
o How are these actions interrelated? 

• How is performance measured of: 
o The organisation? 
o You personally? 
o How are these measures interrelated? 

• What goals do these actions support? 
• What issues are these actions in response to? 
• How will these actions affect performance? 
• How will these issues impact on goals? 
• How will these issues impact on current or planned actions? 
• How will~rogress towards these goals be measured? 

9.4.2.2 The process of refining 

The process of refining involves appreciating the significant features of the 

framework and can be considered to have two aspects. The first aspect involves 

significant features associated with the elements of the framework and should be 

sensitive to four features. First, with respect to goals there may be expressions of 

negative goals or outcomes to avoid. The usual practice would be to convert these 

into more positive aspirational goals (Ackermann and Eden 2005). However, because 

negative goals may be more tangible and drive action more strongly, the guidance to 

the practitioner is to consider the relative advantages and disadvantages of goals 

expressed in negative terms rather than positive terms. 
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The second sensitivity refers to the processes of perception, interpretation, 

framing and categorisation. The significance of these with respect to strategic issues 

is well established. However, a notable contribution of this research is to highlight 

that these processes are also significant with respect to goals. Thus, the guidance to 

the practitioner is to consider which goals, issues, actions and performance measures 

are most likely to be open to different perceptions or interpretations. 

Third, the refining process involves assessing the identified clements against 

a number of criteria to establish some degree of relative significance. The 

recommended criteria for this purpose are importance, urgency and feasibility. 

Traditionally these criteria have been applied to strategic issues but the argument 

here is that they can be usefully applied to the other elements. For example, it is 

useful to consider which performance measures are the most important, which ones 

most urgent to establish or report and which most feasible to apply. The 

combinations of criteria and elements are summarised in Table 9-4. Although these 

three specific criteria are recommended a practitioner might use other criteria that 

they consider relevant, for example legitimacy or control. The guidance to the 

practitioner is to use relevant criteria to establish priorities. Indeed, if categorisation 

of the elements is unclear for a practitioner, then this type of assessment may be 

more significant than categorisation. 

Table 9-4 Combinations of criteria and elements 

Importance Urgency Feasibility 
Goal 
Issue 
Action 
Performance measurement . . . 

Fourth, SInce strategic thInkIng Involves an appreciation of risk, the refining 

process should highlight areas of significant risk. This may be in terms of a 

traditional risk versus return relationship, risks associated with not achieving goals or 

damage limitation contingencies for inevitable ,negative outcomes. The guidance to 

the practitioner is to consider the areas of significant risk, the nature of the risk and 

how that risk is managed. 

277 



The second aspect of the refining process involves the interrelationships 

between elements and should be sensitive to three features. First, in relation to a goal 

system, areas of alignment and conflict would be significant features. Alignment as a 

general phenomena would be expected to bring benefits (Powell 1992; Reich and 

Benbasat 2000; Zack 1999) and in relation to goals can lead to "win/win" situations 

that benefit a number of stakeholders (Brandenburger and Nalebuff 1995). However, 

these benefits may difficult to realise (Walley and Whitehead 1994) and the complex 

nature of the goal system means that conflict is inherent, and even where it is not 

evident it should be anticipated. Even where goals appear to be in alignment, 

different perceptions and interpretations may mean that they are in unrecognised 

conflict. The guidance to the practitioner is they should be prepared to manage 

conflict as it emerges or develops rather than attempting to eliminate it entirely. 

Second, the refining process should highlight significant causal 

interrelationships. This can be illustrated by the case of a UK based bespoke 

chemicals manufacturer known to the researcher. Conscious of a downturn and 

increasing competition in its UK market the firm adopted a strategy of international 

expansion via exportation. A sales team with knowledge of foreign markets was 

. appointed to generate sales. These sales required the production of small scale 

product samples by the firm's laboratories before the confirmation of an order. The 

international expansion strategy generated negligible sales in its first two years and it 

can be argued that this was because of a failure to appreciate significant causal 

relationships. First, the sales team were appointed on terms and conditions that were 

outside and superior to the agreed remuneration framework to which all other staff 

were subject, without consultation. This meant that whole international expansion 

strategy became a matter of personal injustice for staff and received minimal support 

on a day to day basis. Second, the international sales team were "in the field" for 

most of the time while the UK sales team spent a significant time at base. The mere 

physical proximity of the UK sales team meant they received preferential treatment 

in terms of sample provision to support their sales efforts. Third, the increase in sales 

enquiries not only generated an increase in work for the laboratories but also for the 

packing and export departments. However, no since additional resources were 
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provided even when samples were prepared they sat awaiting packing and export 

paperwork. Consequently, the guidance to the practitioner is to consider what causes 

something to happen, or, perhaps more pragmatically, must occur or be in place for 

something to happen. 

Third, the refining process should highlight significant interrelationships in 

terms of timing and sequencing between the elements ofthe framework. For 

example, certain goals may not be causal in respect of other goals but their 

achievement may be a prerequisite and the achievement of certain goals may only be 

possible or worthwhile while certain issues are current. For example, in the 

continuing relationship between employers and unions in the UK Higher Education 

sector a fundamental subject of disagreement is the timing of discussions relating to 

pay and conditions. The union favours beginning discussions earlier in the academic 

year so that any action by its members is timed to have maximum leverage, when 

students are at the assessment stage. The employers favour beginning discussions 

later in the academic year to that any action by union members will have minimum 

leverage, when students have completed the assessment stage. The timings of the 

issue of student assessment and the action of beginning discussions are significant 

for what goals might be achieved by either side. The significance of timing is evident 

in this example but the guidance to the practitioner is to consider what timings and 

sequences are significant in their case. 

Table 9-5 Questions to guide the refining process 

• What are the advantages and disadvantages of expressing that goal in 
negative terms? (assuming that there are negative goals) 

• Which goals, issues, actions or performance measures are most likely to be 
perceived or interpreted differently? 

o How would you ascertain what those different perceptions and 
interpretations are? 

• Which goals are the most: 
o Important? 
o Urgent? 
o Feasible? 

• Which issues are the most: , , 

o Important? 
o Urgent? 
o Feasible? 
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• Which actions are the most: 
o Important? 
o Urgent? 
o Feasible? 

• Which performance measures are the most: 
o Important? 
o Urgent? 
o Feasible? 

• What are the significant risks? 
o What is the nature of the risk? 
o How is that risk managed? 

• Which goals are in alignment? 
• Which goals are in conflict? 
• From which goals is conflict most likely to arise? 

o How might that conflict be managed? 
• What causes that to happen? 
• What must occur or be in place for that to happen? 
• What are the significant aspects of timing and sequencing? 

9.4.2.3 The process of appraising 

The process of appraising involves evaluating the appropriateness of the 

framework given the features of the setting, that is the time available, the information 

available and the purpose of strategic thinking in that setting. There are five aspects 

of appropriateness to evaluate. The first aspect is the scope and diversity reflected in 

the framework, for example in terms of stakeholders and issues. Greater scope and 

diversity will lead to more comprehensive strategic thinking but there are clearly 

limits arising from time, information and cognitive constraints. In an everyday 

setting the scope and diversity that can be incorporated will be highly constrained 

and the methods of working with information relatively unsophisticated.llowever, 

such constraints may not be excessively detrimental in that they may force a focus on 

the most significant factors; essentially getting to the heart of the matter. Of course 

this focus will be informed by the practitioner'S knowledge and insight to that point 

and in that sense the constraints in the everyday setting are less severe than they 

appear. In a workshop setting, time and information constraints are less severe and 

this enables greater scope and diversity to be handled, provided sufficiently 

sophisticated methods of working with information are available. The guidance to 
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the practitioner is to consider whether sufficient scope and diversity is incorporated 

and whether the methods of working with that information are sufficiently 

sophisticated. 

The second aspect is whether the framework is appropriately high level, 

given that one of the criteria for strategic thinking is that it is high level. Clearly, 

high level is a relative term. The significant point here is that some of the elements of 

the framework should be at and above the level of the entity to which the strategic 

thinking relates. For example, if the entity is an organisation then strategic thinking 

should include goals and issues at and above the organisational level. Similarly, if the 

entity is a department, then strategic thinking should include goals and issues that 

relate to the department as a whole and the organisation of which the department is a 

part. The guidance to the practitioner is to establish the level of the entity to which 

the strategic thinking relates, for example organisation or department, and then 

consider a level above that. 

The third feature relates to areas of uncertainty. For example, the goals of 

stakeholders, the extent of goal conflicts, the nature of causal interrelationships and 

the details of timings may all be subject to significant degrees of uncertainty. In some 

instances, uncertainty may arise as a result of a lack of information and may be 

resolved by acquiring that information. For example, uncertainty regarding the goals 

of stakeholders may be resolved by consulting stakeholders or by taking action that 

provides information by virtue of the stakeholders' responses. The guidance to the 

practitioner is to consider where there are significant areas of uncertainty and how 

that uncertainty might be reduced, if possible. 

The fourth aspect is an evaluation of the extent to which the balance within 

and between the categories is appropriate. For example, a goal system will represent 

the goals of different stakeholders but it may not be appropriate to award equal status 

to those goals and the goals of some stakeholders should be privileged over others. 

Similarly, the balance between goals, issues and actions should have an emphasis on 

goals and issues, with actions having a diminished representation. An equal balance 

between these elements will be inappropriate. However, this balance may shift at 
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different stages of a strategy process. For example at a vision forming stage, goals 

may be the primary focus, with little consideration of issues and no consideration of 

actions. At a strategy formulation stage, goals and issues may be awarded equal 

consideration, with some limited consideration of actions. At a strategy 

implementation stage, there may be an increased consideration of actions. The 

guidance to the practitioner is to consider where there are areas of imbalance and 

whether such imbalance should and could be addressed. 

The fifth aspect is an evaluation of what is appropriate to reveal and what will 

remain private to the practitioner. In an everyday setting the practitioner need not 

make any revelations. However, in formal meetings and especially in strategy 

workshops there is a requirement that the practitioner has a degree of engagement. 

This engagement dictates that at least some of the practitioner's strategic thinking is 

revealed and is influenced by social and political processes. The influence of these 

social and political processes mean that the practitioners revealed strategic thinking 

in a workshop setting may differ in four ways from their private strategic thinking. 

First, the practitioner may recognise inherent or irresolvable goal conflict but not 

highlight this conflict because the tacit premise of the event and process is one of 

eliminating conflict and reaching alignment. Second, the practitioner may readily 

acquiesce to converting negative goals into more positive aspirational ones even 

when they themselves think in terms of outcomes to avoid and recognise the benefits 

from stating those goals in negative forms. Third, the practitioner may consider that 

the level of strategic thinking is inappropriate but not challenge this to maintain 

credibility with the group. Strategic thinking that is too high level risks being 

discredited as disconnected from the real world. For example, a chief executive in 

. Study 3 claimed that their peers did not under~t~nd the problem because they did not 

understand the detail. However, strategic thinking ~at is not high level may be 

discredited as too operational. This was the case with the chief executive in this . . . 

example who was patronised for wanting to consider the detail. Thus in some 

settings, to avoid their strategic thinking being ~iscre,dited, the practitioner will need 

to emphasise the high level aspects while ,in ~ther s.ettings the practitioner will need 

to emphasise more operationally grounded a~pects. Fourth, the practitioner might 
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privately appreciate a high degree of uncertainty but in sharing their strategic 

thinking might need to present an impression of certainty to gain commitment and 

legitimacy. However, in presenting an impression of certainty the practitioner might 

eliminate opportunities to remove some uncertainty by sharing or gathering extra 

information. The guidance to the practitioner is to consider what aspects of their 

private strategic thinking it is wise to reveal in workshop settings, in particular, the 

emphasis on goal conflict, the benefits of negative goals, the level of strategic 

thinking and areas of uncertainty. 

Table 9-6 Questions for guiding the appraising process 

• Given the constraints of the setting is sufficient scope and diversity 
incorporated? 

• Are the methods of working with the information suitable? 
• Have you considered goals, issues, actions and performance measurement at 

the organisational (departmental, etc.) level? 
• Have you considered goals and issues above the organisational (departmental 

etc.) level? 
• Where are there significant areas of uncertainty? 

o Is it possible to reduce that uncertainty and if so, by what means? 
• Is there an appropriate balance between: 

o The goals of different stakeholders? 
o The goals of the organisation and you personally? 
o Internal and external issues? 
o Goals, issues, actions and performance measurement, given the stage 

of the strategy development process? 
• What should you reveal in this setting? 

o Should you highlight areas of goal conflict? 
o Should you resist converting negative goals into positive ones? 
o Should you challenge the level as too high or not high enough? 
o Should y_ou acknowledge areas of uncertainty? 

This section has considered the implications of this research for strategic 

thinking practice. It is argued that guidance for strategic thinking practice can be 

made accessible by conceiving of three speculatiye processes, which are, 

constructing, refining and appraising. Based on this, guidance can be provided as a 

series of questions which prompt the practitioner to consider and explore their 

strategic thinking. These questions are presented as a complete set in appendix 13.4. 

It is possible to apply this question set in a number of different ways and settings. In 
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an educational setting the questions can be used as the basis for an inductive 

educational process with a relatively explicit link to strategy theory as described in 

section 9.3.3. As the basis for an executive development programme the questions 

can be used as a structured way of developing strategic thinking that is relevant to the 

executives experience with or without explicit connection to strategy theory. The 

question set could also be applied as the basis for a coaching intervention with an 

individual practitioner. The intended outcome in each of these settings is a degree of 

intemalisation of the question set by the practitioner such that they act as a guide to 

strategic thinking outside the educational, development or coaching context. 
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10 Conclusions and recommendations 
This research began with a concern to develop an understanding of strategic 

thinking that connected the conceptual world of academic literature and the empirical 

world of management practice. In the early stages of the research it was concluded 

that neither strategy nor strategic thinking was a sufficiently definitive concept 

(Blumer 1940; 1954) to support highly deductive research, which led the research 

process described in this thesis and shown diagrammatically in Figure 1-3. 

Interestingly, despite ongoing concerns about the relevance of management 

education and research, recent research producing a definition of the strategic 

management field considered it only as an academic field (Nag et a1. 2007), 

essentially giving precedence to an academic conceptualisation over a practitioner 

one. Similarly, Goldman's (2007) use of social labelling in identifying expert 

strategic thinkers relies on a definition derived from the academic literature rather 

than practitioners' interpretations, again giving precedence to academic 

conceptualisations over practitioner conceptualisations. It is interesting to speculate 

if Goldman's findings would have been different ifshe had used social labelling 

without providing an explicit definition of strategic thinking. One of the ways in 

which this research makes a notable contribution is that it has minimised precedence 

of either academic or practitioner perspectives but has balanced the two in a research 

process, thus developing a framework for strategic thinking that is grounded in both 

the conceptual world of academic literature and the empirical world of management 

practice. This research is a rare example of this with respect to strategic thinking. 

In addition to the contribution made by bridging the worlds of academic 

literature and management practice, this research also makes contributions with 

respect to both. With respect to the academic literature this research develops a 
" , '. 

framework that identifies relevant concepts and possible relationships between those 
., 

concepts (Teece 2007). As such the framework represents not only a 

conceptualisation of strategic thinking but also a s~~sitising instrument for exploring 

strategic thinking. Principally, the framework reflects the literature that 

conceptualises strategic thinking as thinking with a particular structure, in particular 

the work of Eden and Ackermann, but this research makes a contribution by 
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extending and developing that literature. In particular: connecting the categories of 

goals, issues and actions to the wider strategy literature and integrating three usually 

discrete themes; highlighting the notion of balance between and within the 

categories; indicating the potential lack of empirical clarity with regard to the 

categories; highlighting the importance oftiming and sequencing of the categories 

and indicating the value in methodological development that would better capture 

temporal aspects; highlighting the people or personal dimensions to strategic 

thinking; recognising the significance of the processes of perception and 

interpretation with respect to strategic goals; suggesting an additional category of 

performance measurement; introducing the concept of proxy stakeholders; 

highlighting the notion that negative goals might be more tangible, grounded and 

realistic and consequently the disadvantages in converting these into more positive, 

aspirational goals; highlighting the importance of risk with regard to negative goals 

and indicating a managerially relevant concept of risk; clarifying the tension between 

the need for a presentation of certainty to gain commitment and legitimacy whilst 

recognising inevitable uncertainty; and clarifying the tension in practice between 

strategic thinking that is discredited as being too high level and disconnected from 

the real world and strategic thinking that is discredited as being too operational. 

This research also makes a contribution with respect to the most frequent 

conceptualisation of strategic thinking, that is, as thinking with particular 

characteristics as summarised in Table 2-1. A number of these characteristics are 

incorporated into the framework and hence this research provides a degree of 

empirical grounding for some of those characteristics. Those characteristics that are 

not directly reflected in the framework are "ways of thinking" and, while these are 

not directly incorporated into the framework, they are not excluded. Indeed, these 

ways of thinking are complimentary, with the framework providing guidance 

regarding what to incorporate into, for example, analytical, synthetic or creative 

thinking. Thus, the two conceptualisations together form a complementary pairing 

that better conceptualises strategic thinking than either in isolation. 

The third conceptualisation of strategic thinking in the literature is as thinking 

about strategy and, although this conceptualisation was not used in this research, this 
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research contributes to the literature that conceptualises strategic thinking in this way 

because it integrates fundamental elements of strategy. Indeed, the synthesis of three 

quite discrete streams in the strategy literature in chapter 4 represents a notable 

contribution in itself. The incorporation of performance measurement into the 

framework suggests that the framework may provide the basis for the synthesis of a 

fourth stream of literature. The framework produced by integrating these 

fundamental elements of strategy is relatively simple and general, meaning that it has 

a wide degree of applicability to a diversity of strategies and organisational 

circumstances. Thus, if strategic thinking is conceptualised as thinking about 

strategy, the framework still has a degree of validity, irrespective of the particular 

strategy. 

With respect to management practice this research makes a notable 

contribution by offering guidance that scores well against three criteria, specifically: 

a basis in robust knowledge claims; a sufficiently fundamental conceptualisation that 

facilitates dissemination but retains the flexibility to be taiiored to specific 

circumstances; and an ability to accommodate aspects of both about what to think 

and how to think. This guidance is relevant to a number of different settings in which 

strategic thinking might occur, for example everyday settings, formal management 

meetings or strategy workshops. These settings differ in terms of the time available 

for strategic thinking, the information available and the purpose of strategic thinking 

in that setting. However, irrespective of the setting, employing the framework can be 

conceived of involving three not necessarily sequential processes; constructing, 

refining and appraising. The process of constructing involves identifying the 

elements of the framework and their interrelationships. The process of refining 

involves appreciating the significant features of the framework. The process of 

appraising involves evaluating the appropriateness of the framework given the 

features of the setting. While the framework indicates about what to think and is 

complemented by characteristics of strategic thinking that indicate how to think, 

these three processes indicate how to employ the "about what to think" and "how to 

think" aspects of strategic thinking in practice. The guidance to practitioner is 

summarised as a set of questions and presented in appendix 13.4. 



t!J . --~--

While there are a number of mechanisms for influencing management 

practice, the one most pertinent to this research is management education, since a 

prime motivation for this research arose from the researcher's professional role as a 

management educator. The framework developed in this research addresses the 

challenge of integrating experiential, contextualised knowledge with academic, 

generalised knowledge by using categories that have meaning for practitioners that 

are connected to central themes in the strategy literature. This framework has a 

degree of persistence because it reflects fundamental themes in strategy. This 

research also makes a contribution by indicating the nature and process of 

management education that would be appropriate for developing strategic thinking. It 

is argued that the appropriate educational process is an inductive one that avoids an 

overly analytical and compartmentalised approach but preserves the integrated nature 

of the framework that reflects the nature of strategic thinking. In employing an 

inductive approach, existing theory would be used as a basis for clarifying thinking, 

testing assumptions and providing new insights. In this approach the management 

educator facilitates a link between a learner's experiential knowledge and formal 

academic knowledge, possible by suitable prompts and questions. The integrated 

nature of the framework may indicate that it represents a threshold concept that leads 

to a transformed understanding and way of thinking that integrates other concepts. 

This research has made a number of contributions with respect to theory, 

practice and management education relating to strategic thinking. However. 

conceptualisations of strategic thinking in the literature still lack authority and there 

is a scarcity of robust empirical studies. There is clearly a need for further research 

into this important and under-researched topic. As a rare example of empirical 

research into strategic thinking, it would be advantageous to develop this particular 

research further. One limitation in this research is that the empirical work in which 

the framework is grounded was almost exclusively in the UK NBS. Hence, one route 

to develop this research would be to conduct similar research in other contexts, for 

example a commercial firm or a non-UK health organisation. An interesting 

extension of this research would be to use the framework as a basis to analyse 

organisational strategy statements and strategic plans to see to what extent the 
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framework is reflected in those statements and plans. A survey based on the 

framework might form a basis for a more definitive conceptualisation of strategic 

thinking based on statistical generalisation. A strong point of such a survey would be 

that the concepts operationalised in the survey instrument would be derived from the 

meanings and interpretations of practitioners rather than the literature. Alternatively 

since strategy develops not just through thought but also through action (Gavetti and 

Rivkin 2007) it would be interesting to use the framework as a basis for action 

research. This would offset some of the limitations of the interviews used in the 

development of the framework. A particularly interesting aspect of this extension of 

the research would be to understand the circumstances under which strategic thinking 

is beneficial. 
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13 Appendices 

13.1 Briefing note sent to participants prior to Study 
3 

A Proposal for Research into Strategic Thinking 

Thank you for taking the time to read and consider this proposal. I am a 

researcher at the-University of Strathclyde working towards a PhD with the topic of 

strategic thinking. After working in industry for twenty years I joined the university 

sector and have taught strategy at number of universities for the last ten years, 

currently at Manchester Metropolitan University. 

My proposed research involves discussion with individual executives about 

the issues facing their organisation. During these meetings a "map" is produced that 

summarises the discussion and provides a basis for reflection. These maps form the 

primary source of data supported by publicly available organisational documents 

and briefbiographical details as might be found in a CV. I anticipate that the 

meetings would be approximately one hour in duration, but possibly slightly longer. 

Discussions will be strictly confidential and confidentiality of the data will be 

maintained by avoiding any reference to real names or places in the PhD thesis. 

While the data would be valuable for my research, I would hope that the 

time invested in the meetings would also be of benefit to the individuals by 

providing an opportunity to discuss significant issues with an informed and 

impartial listener. Whilst at this stage, ,for my purposes, I do not anticipate more 

than one meeting being required, I would be happy to eng~ge in further discussions 

with participants if requested. 

Kevin Gallimore 
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13.2 Additional evidence relating to the lowest level 
of analysis - elaborations of a category 

This appendix contains additional evidence and comments from participants 

regarding the elaborations of a category that were excluded from the main text to 

prevent the main text becoming too long or detailed. 

13.2.1 Negative goals . 

Some participants, HM4, NA4 and PP2, gave a clear and simple yes answer 

to this question before talking further. Others elaborated immediately: CM3 

"Absolutely, you've got to know where the hard yards are, as a rugby player" and; 

CPS "Yes, like getting the sack" and saw this related to being "about how you create 

accountability" . 

While not giving a definitive yes statement some participants suggested this 

was important: NMl "You have to see the pitfalls and do something about it" and 

"You ignore at your peril"; OA2 "If you don't check this, things will happen, for 

example loss of financial stability, your goals will be at risk. Have to emphasise 

that"; PPS "They're there aren't they? Negative goals ... For communication we turn 

this into a positive but it is negative underlying. There is often a negative thing or 

view ... could stop you from doing other things because you avoid it or discussing it, 

we skirt around it"; SA3 "Interesting but I guess that a negative goal as you put it has 

been a big driving force for these changes, that we can't continue as we are. That if 

we don't do something the future will be more difficult. .. This has been a big part of 

our case to convince some people, talking about how things might be in the future 

and how they will be worse than they are now unless we do something like this"; 

UPS "I tend to think in terms of what are the elephant traps"; MM2 "we have to drive 

a road between these two things [negative and positive goals]" and that this was "a 

model I try to work with but not everyone does". 

QP4 interpreted this question quite personally and picked out a map node 

"wait to feel the pain" and said they "didn't want to feel the pain" and talked about 

"avoiding an additional responsibility" and that "It would be horribl~ to do an 
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impossible job" and "I don't want to be the person responsible for an impossible 

task". Rather than thinking in tenus of negative goals they said "it was more a 

question of more rounded thinking that meant knowing the risks rather than being 

driven to avoid something". 

FP5 appeared to say contradictory things. Initially "Yes. I suspect that it's not 

generally taken up as an approach" but then later "There is an initial enthusiasm for 

change, improvement ... The last thing strategic thinkers want is someone coming 

along and saying that the NHS has cuts coming in the next five years and how can 

we cope with that loss ofrevenue ... you don't want to talk about negatives and when 

things go wrong they will become part of the baggage, mud sticks". 

13.2.2 Goals of different entities 

Some participants, gave a definitive "Yes" in response, SA4 and NA4, or a 

simple supporting statement, DM4 said this was "important" and gave examples of 

"the organisation, staff, people, patients, the public and statutory organisations". 

Other participants elaborated further: CA4 "Yes. Secondary care think they 

understand primary care and vice versa and the truth is we don't"; DP3 "Essential, 

must have a balanced view, if you don't understand the other person then you will 

find yourself having to justify your decisions. In my current role I have to see it from 

both sides"; NM2 "Yes this is an important part of strategic thinking. Who are the 

winners and losers. The membership of the Foundation Trust will like more 

community control but the tribal entities might find this threatening ... ln the first 

submission for FT status there was a personal standoff rather than an organisational 

problem. I ask why people would challenge to try to understand what they want from 

something"; OA2 "Yes, for example with waiting lists~ Some people think I'm only 

interested in it from a management perspective, because it's a target, but from a 

personal perspective why would you want to wait. .. Clinicians think you're only 

interested in targets"; PP2 "My goal ticks their boxes as a commissioner and with 

others and our partners. We are supporting the delivery of each others goals"; FPS 

"Yes. More general individual and corporate objectives. Someone draws up a 

business plan that is not aligned with the organisations objectives, this leads to 
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conflict in the organisation. For example our Director of Public Health has had 

individual business cases from individual clinicians. When we ask the organisation 

about these cases we get a totally different response from the one given by the 

individual" . 

Four participants suggested benefits from an appreciation of the goals of 

different entities: CM3 "Yes ... Aligning goals gets 20 to 30% extra effort"; CPS 

"Yes, important to align personal goals with organisational goals. If there is not that 

alignment then you have to change the people or the goals. We don't do either at the 

moment and we tolerate the consequences. This can lead to a creative tension though 

with one impacting on the other"; NMI "It would be, it's about alignment. That will 

add value to the quality of the debate and thoughts. Dissonance may improve the 

debate. Alignment brings speed and you may get a better idea through challenge"; 

MAS "I think it would. There may be instances where say personal goals conflicted 

with organisational ones but the personal goals could be moulded to be compliant 

with organisational goals". 

However, there were four participants (HM4, SPI, SA3 and NA6) who, while 

not disagreeing with the suggestion that an appreciation of the goals of different 

entities indicated better strategic thinking, gave answers that were not clearly in 

support of the suggestion. HM4 found the question difficult because they did not feel 

it was really relevant to them because their "personal goals were aligned with the 

organisational ones". SPI commented that "Project teams think in terms of 

responsibilities for them to deliver rather than goals ... Everybody understands their 

part in it. This is what we do re the organisation". The suggestion appeared to come 

as a surprise to SA3 who said "Interesting. We've tended to focus on organisational 

goals rather than peoples goals .. .! guess if you can align with people then that is the 

best thing to do". NA6 introduced the notion of a personal strategy in addition to an 

organisational one, "It depends on how comprehensive you are in drawing up the 

business plan and including ambitions about your organisation, issues of capacity 

and pragmatic strategic responses to must do's" and "Part of my personal strategy is 

about relationships. A strategy around maintaining relationships and community 

engagement and balance between the different aspirations". 
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Although the response from CAl was "Yes", the subsequent elaboration 

appeared to be more relevant to the question about the goals of stakeholders, "the 

NHS is very political and this reflected the interests of different stakeholders" and 

that "they should not take their lead from the DoH but rather from their local 

populations and stakeholders". 

13.2.3 Goals in conflict or agreement 

There appeared to be a wide agreement on this by a number of participants: 

CA4 "You would think so, you have to have goals that are achievable but 

stretching"; CM3 "Yes. If I don't align my goals as chief exec there is quite a 

problem"; CPS "Absolutely ... The NHS attempts to have something which is like a 

market but this is not mature at the moment. In a market my success means your 

failure"; DA4 "Yes, absolutely. The challenge there is if you fail to take account of 

that, others will not buy into it. .. you have to understand where they are coming from 

and their goals"; DM4 said it was "an important aspect of strategic thinking ... there 

are different goals ... and organisations had linked goals which meant there was some 

bargaining .. .It is important to understand what people want"; DP3 "All of strategy 

has to take these into account and particularly in the NHS since there are so many 

goals so naturally there are two sides, difficult choices we call them"; FPS 

"Ultimately it's about negotiation and bringing together through contracts the 

providers and commissioners"; NMI "That realisation is very helpful. When goals 

are in agreement you can do more at speed ... Where there is a.lack of agreement it 

may be important to get some understanding to see if you can align them. Ifnot, if 

you can get understanding and hence you can more forward. Agreement is desirable 

but not always achievable"; QP5 "Yes. Particularly with finance .•. conflicting goals 

both horizontally, for example between directors, and vertically, at different levels of 

an organisation .. .important to aim for a win/win and perhaps take a longer way 

round". 

The notion of a win/win was mentioned by two other participants, SA4 

commented that "Different goals for different parties is obvious but these are not 

necessarily in conflict ... I see it in tenns of negotiation, understand what the other 
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parties want, a win / win. Why would anyone agree unless they were getting 

something from it?" and SP 1 commented "It is about goals and responsibilities and 

how to get to a win/win although this is often difficult". 

The comments from SA3 suggested that appreciation meant more than mere 

awareness, "My experience here and in other organisations is that people, or at least 

the people I've met, aren't good at recognising those tensions. They can write them 

down but don't see beyond the list to understand the way in which achieving one will 

compromise others .. .Its about understanding how you can achieve as much as 

possible with one while not going so far with that one that it completely undermines 

others". 

Although the question was posed in terms of an appreciation of where goals 

were in agreement or conflict a number of participants appeared to focus on or 

emphasise the conflict rather than the agreement. In some instances this was a matter 

of emphasis. CA4 had agreed with an appreciation of both but appeared to emphasise 

the conflict "If people have conflicting goals you will never get there. You have to 

have goals that people can't disagree with". Similarly CM3 had said "Yes" but went 

on to say "You want some tension. I might be setting goals that might be in tension, 

for example finance versus performance. You set a tension, perhaps between 

different directorates, but it's important to have openness about that tension. I'd 

rather think of it as tension rather than conflict". In a similar vein, CAl said "Yes" 

and that they had "not yet tried to sell the ... model to clinical staff and anticipated 

that this would be an example of conflicting goals about which services to invest in 

or not". 

A significant number of participants appeared to only consider the conflict 

aspect of the question: FP2 "Conflicting goals are implicit" but also that "unintended 

consequences that may cause conflicts"; OA2 mentioned "knock on effects"; BM4 

"recognising conflicting goals would indicate better strategic thinking but at the 

creative stage of strategy recognising conflicting goals was less important than at the 

implementation stage because to put a strategy into practice it needs to be realistic 

and to recognise potential resistance. There may be perceptions of conflict to be 
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overcome"; MAS "Yes ... conflicting policies make goals difficult to choose ... the two 

goals of cutting waiting lists and getting paid for the work we do are in conflict"; 

NA6 "There may be either I or discussions but we have wished to bring forward 

conflicting aspirations. With a bit of talking they have been honed together"; PPS 

"There are times when they would ... Taking social care as an example there are 

different organisations with different cultures and targets and performance measures 

and regulatory frameworks, creating opportunities for conflict without trying"; QP4 

"very important" and gave an illustration of having "responsibilities that are 

diametrically opposed"; SA3 "Partly there's always ... perhaps this is just i~ the NBS 

or in any big organisation there are bound to be goals in conflict. .. Any list of goals 

always has conflicts. Its almost inevitable"; UPS "Not because the goals were in 

conflict but because the way the implementation looked at these ... So the goals 

themselves are not in conflict but the way they are implemented brings them into 

conflict...The improvement of health is a long-term thing but the NBS has an annual 

cycle, in all sorts ofthings from service review to accounting, with a pass or fail 

evaluation. So against this background the long-term view is difficult". 

A few participants appeared to place an emphasis on the agreement aspect of 

the question. CA4 stated that "You have to have goals that people can't disagree 

with ... higher goals that people all agree with". Agreement over goals was considered 

to have certain benefits. eM3 suggested that "Goal congruence is important, you get 

momentum and confidence". NM 1 suggested that "When goals are in agreement you 

can do more at speed. It means that there are quick wins you can get on and do" and 

"Where there is a lack of agreement it may be important to get some understanding 

to see if you can align them. Ifnot if you can get understanding and hence you can 

more forward". 

Three participants indicated that they were not sure. FPS said "It depcnds 

from which perception", and SA4 said "Not sure if this makes for better strategic 

thinking". PP5 did not appear to be sure at the start of the answer saying "I don't 

know really" but then at the end of the answer said "Acknowledging and recognising 

these risks can be powerful for partnerships because it can produce trust which may 
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then lead to a shared set of goals, which may comprise our goals, organisational and 

personal". 

13.2.4 Goals of different stakeholders 

This question met with almost universal agreement with a number of 

participants FP2, MM2, NA4, OA2, SA4, HM4 and SPI, simply giving a clear 

statement indicating that it did indicate better strategic thinking. Other participants 

supported a yes answer with an additional statement: NM2 "Yes, and this is clearly 

illustrated above with the notion of the community and the tribes"; PP2 "Yes and 

what I've said about ticking boxes with partners and others shows this"; CA4 "Yes, 

people are corning from very different situations"; QPS ·'Yes. Recognise what 

presses people's buttons. There can be different goals even at the same level"; DM4 

"three organisations involved, each with different goals, each with their own agenda. 

Strategic thinkers are people who are savvy, will interrogate the brief and understand 

what people want from it". 

A number of participants related this question to the sector: DP3 "In the NIlS 

it is all about stakeholders"; MAS "In the NHS that is essential...In the NIlS there 

are all sorts oflegitimate interests"; QP4 "this was critical. Corne up with something 

that everyone can go with. Essential in healthcare because of the nature of the 

sector"; CAl "Yes ... the NHS agenda was now largely about engagement, working 

with other organisations and agencies, having a constructive dialogue"; DA4 "Vital, 

even ifit's your strategy and it doesn't affect them. For example Foundation Trust 

status may only be of interest to this organisation but we won't get supported in our 

application if we can't get evidence of engagement from other interested parties". 

Three participants indicated the difficulty of this: NMI "Absolutely. We have 

a range of key stakeholders, commissioners, carers, patients staff and a range of 

agencies .. .Its very important and very hard work, it becomes terribly time 

consuming and often that is not recognised back in the organisation. It's not your day 

job but it still needs to be done"; SA3 "Its harder. I'd like to set out my own goals 

and get on with it. The strength of the project is that it grew out of discussions with 

the PCT ... Their views along the way don't bust the programme because we've 
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agreed its goals"; PP5 "Challenging but it does. It is defined as a competence in the 

new World Class Commissioning framework just announced by the DoH". 

13.2.5 Reflecting on the consequences of actions taken 

About half the participants commented that reflecting on the consequences of 

actions taken would indicate better strategic thinking: CA4 "Absolutely. You have a 

goal and plan to take action, you achieve your goal and think thank God for that. 

Then you review. Is the way you got there the right way? The goal is not the only 

thing, its about means as well as ends ... hit the target and miss the point. Could we 

have done that better. Also the issue about goal sustain ability. So I could achieve 

95% compliance with the four hour A&E wait next week but I couldn't sustain that"; 

FP2 "Yes. Need to take a view on what happened before. Part of the framing. Gather 

meaningful intelligence including has that been done before and what happened. 

Important to learn the lessons of the past"; SA3 "It should be shouldn't it"; SP 1 

"Critical...Need to do stock taking on the way ... how far along your direction of 

strategic travel"; MM2 "There is a value in history, this is an important point. 

History can help the organisation in learning in a way that helps it to learn from the 

past". 

Six other participants thought this was important but that it was not done 

well: MA5 "Crucial. But we don't do that well. There is a risk when strategic 

planning that you tend to own the project and are not prepared to accept when things 

are going wrong. You have to be big enough to admit you are wrong"; NA4 "you 

tend to get on with the next thing but ... reflecting on the consequences of actions 

taken would be an aspect of strategic thinking", this "may be something that happens 

and I'm not aware of it or it may not happen", and they "tend to be forward looking 

all the time and only reflects when the wheels fall off'. NA6 "It probably does but 

I'm not sure I've ever experienced this in any organisation I've wc;>rked with, in that 

it was part of the process. People in their minds eye set objectives that are hard and 

challenging but they are the ones that are usually difficult to achieve. They usually 

bury the ones they don't achieve and so don't reflect on them. Or they do so badly 

that they simple go and so don't have time to reflect on them, or have plenty of time 

335 



to reflect on them but by then they are no longer with the organisation"; NMI "Its 

got to be better but that's not to say that it always happens. To positively look at 

what worked and what didn't is important and useful... being reflective is very 

important. There may be things in the ether, not obvious"; NM2 "My personal 

management style is naturally driven on delivery and this can produce wreckage 

behind you that you can't see. Important to keep taking a check, win hearts and 

minds, not abuse positional power, decide where the wins are for people to make 

them feel good"; PP5 "I don't think it is done enough. Strategic thinking involves 

reflecting. Reflecting on what did not go well, although it might also be what did go 

well ... Often reflection is an individual thing rather than something we do as an 

organisation" . 

CP5 thought that is would indicate better strategic thinking but mentioned a 

note of caution, "Yes this does make for better strategic thinking. Have to ask have 

we created a blame culture, although we say this does not exist now in the NHS it 

still does to some extent. There is a danger that reflecting becomes a justification 

rather than being for the future." 

DM4 appeared to interpret the question in terms of the consequences of 

actions that might be taken rather than had been taken, "Think longer term and write 

the plan, you should be able to think through the consequences. The 5 options 

enabled me to map out the consequences, positive and negative. 1 don't like surprises 

and this means that there are no surprises. Of course you sometimes have to wing it. 

You have to make sure the consequences do not impact on the ongoing vision". 

About half the participants suggested that reflecting on the consequences of 

actions taken might not necessarily indicate better strategic thinking. In some 

instances this interpretation by the researcher was made because the response was 

not clear. DP3 said "I do a lot of that" but whether this means agreement or not was 

n,ot clear. The response from C~13 simply did not appear to fit the question. 

Other participants elaborated reasons why reflecting on the consequences of 

actions taken mayor may not indicate better strategic thinking: DA4 "I'm struggling 

again, that brings constraints because you'd never get anyone out of the here & now. 
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In this organisation you wouldn't start the Foundation Trust journey, people in this 

organisation don't look beyond today. I might be meeting the aspirations of today but 

we have to pull people out of the here & now. Most people out of the NHS can't do 

that, it's a very task driven organisation"; OA2 "We're not very good at this in the 

NHS or maybe its just me or people in an acute setting. We find that we have to do 

this by then so we just do it. We don't put effort into thinking about consequences. 

Actions taken in my area usually give quick feedback which enables reflection ... So 

there is an issue about time frames. If something takes six months to have an effect 

then it might be difficult to reflect whereas something where the consequences can 

be seen quickly makes it easier to reflect. Of course we have a yearly review of 

business plans, risk and governance but this process is not at all levels"; SA3 "I think 

we're quite bad at this in the NHS. You ought to be able to set a direction of travel 

for the organisation and stick with it. But in practice that seems difficult and you 

have to carve all the time to do this. There are a number of stages in the strategy at 

which we might stop the strategy as we encounter what we see as insurmountable 

obstacles but you can't afford to do that. So I've sort of answered yes and no to that 

haven't I? So there's the part where you have to keep going based on some 

recognised commitment. I suppose it is related to what you're talking about as well. 

If you're talking about introducing a new procedure it perhaps makes sense to use it 

for a few weeks and then review the outcomes"; SA4 "Yes to some extent. Partly 

about the results of any strategy only emerging when you see what people do. So are 

we delivering on the strategy? Two questions, did that action move us towards our 

goals and is that in line with the strategy. Not a great one for regret. Asking did we 

do the right thing is often difficult. People don't like to be reminded of mistakes or 

risk having blame attached to them. If you don't do this though you don't learn very 

much"; UPS "It's important but the danger is that it ends up as a straightjacket. 

Learning is important. You need to be quite careful that you're clear about what 

exactly you should and shouldn't be repeating. But sometimes there are 

developmental processes that are needed to get ownership. You want the end result 

but you can't just implement that end result. You need some of those developmental 

process to get there and to get ownership from the people involved. So you need to 

repeat parts of events to gain ownership." 
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The response from CAl was unique in that they said that reflecting on the 

consequences of actions taken did not indicate better strategic thinking, "This needs 

to be minimised, it is inevitable, but needs to be minimised because it retards 

progress. There is a risk of introducing muddle and slowing progress. Momentum is 

important in strategic implementation and my role is to keep the momentum going". 

13.2.6 Actions - uncertainty and dilemmas 

This question was related to the notion of strategic thinking having to 

appreciate uncertainty, potential dilemmas and alternative courses of action. The I 

majority of participants agreed with the suggestion that an appreciation of 

uncertainty and dilemmas indicated better strategic thinking. Some participants, FP2 

and SA4, gave a simple "Yes" response and QP4 stated "there is no one right way". 

Other participants offered further elaboration: DP3 "Essential, there is uncertainty 

about how doable things are and risks associated with this"; CPS "This is back to the 

floor. We have clever people who are well trained. Unfortunately they are taught to 

take risks in the environment of controlled trials. It is therefore counterintuitive for 

them to take risks outside that controlled environment. There is a huge place for 

action driven by intuition and shaped as it goes along. There is a degree of resistance 

to this in the NHS but the degree of resistance depends on the group"; HM4 

"flexibility is needed to respond to changing circumstances, particularly where 

factors were outside their control...a strategic pathway with choice points"; MAS 

"Yes, strategic thinking has got to acknowledge uncertainties. The skill in strategic 

planning is to have flexibility. It's not about planning into a box. Plans must be 

flexible and iterative and you must be prepared to change them"; MM2 "Yes, There 

are dilemmas on all levels. Big level and small level"; OA2 "Yes, there is always 

uncertainty and this forces critical planning, risk mitigation. You have plans in place 

\ but you have to prepare contingencies, have a plan B"; NA6 "It must be and I knew 

it to be true having gone through the process of consultation in our Foundation Trust 

application"; QP5 "Yes. Uncertainty is inevitable when factors are out of direct 

control but you have to use risk management"; SA3 "It has to doesn't 

it? ... somewhere you've got to recognise how uncertain the world is, but not within 

the whole organisation. I spend a lot of my time making things that are complex and 
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uncertain simple and certain in order to communicate these things to different parts 

of the organisation. This avoids an organisational nervous breakdown"; SP! "It 

does ... the 2012 vision has a lot of uncertainty about how to achieve it"; NM2 "Yes, 

this was clearly illustrated by the number of questions arising out of the initial issue"; 

NA4 "essential. .. one had to be comfortable with uncertainty. If someone was not 

comfortable with uncertainty then it usually led to unhelpful behaviour"; DM4 "the 

example of the 5 options that had been produced for the option appraisal... 

understanding the different delivery mechanisms for the vision and mission". 

The response from about a third of participants suggested that an appreciation 

of uncertainty and dilemmas might not necessarily indicate better strategic thinking. 

In some instances the response could not be clearly interpreted as a yes or no. CA4 

"It is but it shouldn't be used as an excuse not to be a strategic thinker. In my 

business plan, but things come out of left field ... The NHS is a political environment 

and so you have to be prepared for things to crop up that weren't in your plan .. .If 

you can't cope with the politics then this is not the place for you. So you have to be 

prepared to flex the plan". CM3 avoided answering the question directly to some 

extent and said "I think it's smarter thinking. Not everything is logical and can be 

planned for. Environmental analysis is key. You have to have an informed look at the 

environment before you step into it ... So in part it's about having the flexibility to 

adapt". FP5 "For me ifthe thinking becomes the reality, without that check at an 

early stage on how the implementation looks and how we are going to develop the 

services there is a greater chance of success. Rather than relying on an idea that is not 

thought through and is influenced by an individual leadership. Strategic thinking is 

not in individuals with ideas but by challenging the idea in practice". PPS "I quite 

like uncertainty, it gives you the opportunity to be innovative and flexible. You can 

mould things rather than being on a fixed track. You obviously need a level of 

certainty, when transacting things you need some certainty so that people can engage 

with them, especially if you are working with other organisations. Actions need 

certainty but for me you need a level of uncertainty to allow you to be creative and 

have the creativity you need". CAl said they "thought in terms ofmilestones .. .In 

terms of action there were two types of action. The first type was the hygiene factor 
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that was necessary just to keep the place going. Higher up the hierarchy is the type of 

action that will move me further along the strategic pathway ... there was a third type, 

actions to catch up to where you should be because the NHS is quite good at 

throwing things at you". 

Two participants gave responses that indicate pros and cons. NM 1 

commented, "Two trains of thought. You'd never do the wacky and creative stuff. 

They could get stifled by all the pitfalls you identify. However, in the service you 

have in a public organisation, youknow you're responsible for spending £56 million 

of public money you have to have a detailed plan. Without that its not good 

management is it? At times you need to be in that mode and at other times you need 

to let fly". Similarly, PP2 "To a degree it needs to in terms of inputting on constraints 

but ifit doesn't suffocate strategic thinking in the first place. In the action box you 

need to be clear if it will make it on the ground but you need to get the balance right. 

Some people clearly see some uncertainty and because of that it never gets off the 

ground. You need to ask what are the constraints and how to overcome them. I would 

want to be clear". 

One participant, DA4, was quite clear that this did not indicate better strategic 

thinking, "When you are thinking strategically you need to think without dilemmas 

because you risk limiting your goals by a lack of information and so you constrain 

your thinking about goals. You need to set your goal and then address uncertainties 

later in the actions that you take. Otherwise you don't get the aspiration or the 

commitment" . 

13.2.7 Issues - external and internal 

The majority of participants agreed with the suggestion that an appreciation 

of both internal and external issues indicted better strategic thinking. Some, DM4, 

DP3, FP2, HM4, MAS, NA4, QP4, and SPI, made a simple statement of agreement. 

Others elaborated further: CAl "Yes .. .the national perspective was important. 75% 

of peoples' experience of the NHS is positive but most peopl.e would say that the 

NHS is in a state of crisis. This is a paradox that the government is trying to 

understand and address. Relating this internally, staff, of all types, were the prime 
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ambassadors for the trust"; CA4 "Yes. Goals and actions are OK but issues might 

make sure it didn't happen. Whole thing is about the relationship of internal to 

external"; NA6 "Essential, it has to, because that is the only way you will ground the 

strategic aim. For example what will the stakeholders pay for and what can they pay 

for. It's not just much of their cake can we get but how big is their cake because it is 

not worth upsetting them to try and get more than they have. Internally its about 

capacity and how hard people are working, how much head room there is. Like the 

generals in WWl who were too remote from the frontline to realise that their battle 

plans would not work"; NMl "Definitely. Living in the real world where these things 

interact in a dynamic way"; OA2 "Huge really, issues do start to. shape how you do 

something, definitely more than actions. Issues determine what some of the actions 

are going to be. Relentless process has to be quite fluid. There's always politics and 

you can never cover every eventuality ... You can have the best laid plans but then 

issues ... [sentence left hanging intentionally by participant]"; QP5 "Yes ... about 

having checks and balances ... avoiding tunnel vision. Listen to external sources"; 

SA4 "internal and external things but that these are clearly interrelated". 

Some participants qualified their response to introduce additional conditions. 

CM3 mentioned the idea of the analysis being real, "Provided that analysis is real. I 

build it from what people tell me in a month. You just pick it up. It is vital that you 

do". Two participants introduced the importance of appreciating the weight or 

relevance ofissues: CPS "Almost certainly true but the issue, as you might say, is 

about what weight you give to the different issues". Similarly SA3 cautioned "Yes, 

to a large extent. You need to judge relevance of the issue though". 

Three participants made responses that suggested an appreciation of both 

internal and external issues might not necessarily indicated better strategic thinking. 

DA4 introduced a concern around constraining thinking in saying, "You need an 

appreciation of them but, and this might be a site specific factor, related to this 

organisation and what is happening here, it shouldn't be constraining in terms of 

thinking about what can be achieved". Two participants appeared to suggest a 

precedence of external over internal issues. PP2 commented "When I first take a 

strategy on I will do both, both of them have challenges. What these two perspectives 
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mean is relevant to that issue. Internally and externally we don't operate in a 

vacuum. At the beginning I'm concerned more with the external issues, they're 

important in relation to the goal, I do that bit at the beginning. Then have we taken 

into account all the factors that internally are needed in delivering that goal?". 

Similarly, UP5 commented, "Clearly both are important. But strategists need to 

primarily look at the external environment. If you try to do both it becomes difficult. 

There has to be a certain element of gap between the two. Strategy has to take 

account of people and the intricacies but the danger is it becomes overwhelming". 

13.2.8 Issues - different entities 

The question was towards the end of the interview and hence the responses 

were the fewest and the least comprehensive. In some instances the question was not 

asked because the interview ran out of time and hence the responses of 13 

participants were recorded. Of those participants asked the majority agreed with the 

suggestion that an appreciation of the issues associated with different entities would 

indicate better strategic thinking. A number of participants, FP2, HM4, MAS, NA4, 

QP4, SPI and QPS, made a simple statement of agreement. Other participants 

elaborated further: CPS "Yes but the challenge is how you move away from being 

paternalistic and possibly patronising"; MM2 "Steer their thinking and use one to 

influence the other"; OA2 "Yes, you have to tell a different story about issues to 

different levels, the housekeeper and the consultant group. I'm someone who aims to 

give it a personal slant because it gives it meaning rather than it being a nebulous 

thing. You have to translate it for your audience"; PP2 "ticking the boxes of others, 

that's clearly about their issues". 

However there was not universal support. DA4 again cautioned about 

constraints in saying, "Appreciation is fine but the risk is that it constrains the 

thinking. We're back to process now, you have to understand the culture and what 

you want to achieve. You have to take them out of their current environment so that 

you don't stifle creativity and belief in change. You have to take them out and put 

them somewhere different". SA3 also cautioned about attempting to take account of 

the issues of a range of stakeholders, "Yes, to a point but if you try to combine the 
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issue of everyone into a strategy it will fail, its about understanding their issues but 

not necessarily meeting them". 
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13.3 Additional evidence relating to emergent themes 

13.3.1 Emergent themes relating to the whole 

13.3.1.1 Strategic versus operational 

A strong theme in the data appears to be the difference and relationship 

between the strategic and the operational. A number of participants clearly expressed 

a difficulty in differentiating the strategic from the operational: FP2 "what is and 

what is not strategic is a difficult question" and they "have three types of meeting, 

strategic, management and performance and while ... there were practical reasons for 

the separation in terms of being able to finish the meeting that sometimes the 

separation was to some extent artificial"; MM2 "It is difficult to separate the 

operational from the strategic"; CA 1 it was "difficult to distinguish strategic from 

operational". CAl did however acknowledge some ability to do so in saying they 

preferred to "set core values ... and use these to guide operational decisions which 

will move towards the values and vision". 

Other participants appeared to underplay the importance of the operational. 

CPS saw the operational to be a distraction, "We get sucked into operational 

management rather than futurising what we want the world to look like and how to 

get there". DA4 also underplayed what might be described as operational. In 

distinguishing the strategic from the "processy bits" of the map they said about the 

latter, "they're just about getting through next year". 

In contrast, CA4 acknowledged a difference between strategic and 

operational but suggested that the value of the operational can be under appreciated. 

CA4 complained about "being patronised and patted on the head because she is too 

operational. .. the other chief execs say they don't do the detail because they pay 

someone to do that" but that in one instance they was "the only one who had read the 

detail and so was the only one who understood what the problem was". As they put it 

"If you can't put strategic thinking into action it's useless" and the "people who are 

remembered are not those who come up with the ideas but those who put the idea 

into place". 
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Others acknowledged a difference between the strategic and the operational 

but without suggesting that the relationship was problematic. NA6 said "We've made 

a decision about extra capacity, operationally it is about how that works" and that "to 

be effective operationally you need to understand the strategic context". Further, "It's 

not about being so immersed in the day to day that you can't see beyond it but the 

strategy has to be grounded in at least some of the operational realities", "that is the 

only way you will ground the strategic aim" and "Like the generals in WWl who 

were too remote from the frontline t~ realise that their battle plans would not work". 

Similarly, FPS linked strategic thinking to "the practical development of business 

cases" and said that "A lot of blue sky strategic thinking is so much out of the box 

that it is not practical. It always has to fit with the circumstances" and "It's with 

operational implementation that reality comes into it. It's the strategic versus the 

operational and we're generally risk averse". PP2 suggested that "The issue I've 

talked about is not one just for me or the top team to think about. I belief that patterns 

emerge from the staff and the service" and that "question is how to get the two 

together, particularly at early the stages". UPS "You need to be cold and calculating 

but you also need good operational managers to implement the strategy". NM2 

commented "The questions about workforce planning, estates, finance are more 

about operational delivery planning". SA4 suggested "in a sense this is more of a 

problem relating around how we deliver that strategy rather than the strategy". DM4 

talked about "a disconnect between .vision and the delivery of that vision", "a 

disconnect between the vision and goals", "the disconnect from details". 

A number of participants made comments related to a notion of a higher 

level. FP2 said "I often thought that you need to be in some kind of higher state, 

released from the shackles of the day to day". SA4 drew "a distinction between high 

level and when options begin to crystallize" and commented that "Because this is at a 

high level only when the decision is made is action taken". For UP5 the map 

reflected "high level things I need to try to action" and thought that "Those involved 

at the very highest level do have to have a good understanding of the other 

organisations and their plan of work and goals". CA4 appeared critical in saying that 

other chief execs "talk about the strategic stuff that is far removed from the practical 
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detail". However they suggested that this was something of a weakness for them and 

. hence they tried to "surround myself with people who I think have more blue skies 

thinking than I have". 

A number of participants made reference to size in relation to strategic 

thinking. PP5 commented that "They're about the big picture". UP5 asked himself 

the question "What are the big things?" and commented "There are big issues and 

big problems but you have to try to understand what the risks are and have some risk 

mitigation in place". MM2 talked about "Big level and small level". 

Similarly a number of participants made reference to scope in relation to 

strategic thinking. eM3 said ""This has an impact on the local community, 

commissioners and others". FP5 emphasised that strategic thinking, in relation to the 

specific issue they had discussed, affected a number of organisations, "Not just a few 

individuals involved in the vision of the future but a number of boards", "We rely on 

other organisations to support our application to the DoH and then the treasury", 

"Partnering needs to be refreshed as we move on because of these types of changes" 

and that "The key is to have all partners involved and to have an understanding of the 

background, there is always baggage". DP3 "A lot of this stuff is not inter 

organisational it is intra organisational". 

A couple of participants made direct reference to tactics. DM4 drew a 

distinction between the strategic and the tactical in that tactics were "about the 

immediate objectives or about manipulating the plan to make sure it works" and that 

"strategy was being delivered by tactics which were about small, quick wins", MM2 

talked about the idea ofa tactical strategy. The tactical strategy is about being a 

limited provider, and would be supported by stakeholders. The actual strategy is 

about being a wider provider, but this would not be supported by stakeholders. "At 

the moment there is a view that we should develop a tactical strategy ... but there is a 

discussion about this.:.that we don't believe that it will take us where we want to be , 
that we make the decision we want to be wider but we don't disclose this and then do 

a U tum at the appropriate time, that we forget that being the limited provider is not 

where we want to be eventually and this becomes the actual strategy. This tactical 
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strategy is reflected in our strategy documents, for example our service strategy 

documents that do not mention the possibility of wider provision". MM2 said "The 

tactical strategy may be reasonable but it may be risky". CM3 commented that "Its 

important to think tactically as a board". 

13.3.1.2 Strategy process 

The notion of direction was mentioned by five participants. MM2 talked 

about "The role of the trust board is about the overall direction" and that "deciding 

about the direction has put a split down the board". Two participants talked about 

setting a direction, NMl "We need to deal with these issues, between the direction 

we want to go in and what we do well at the moment" and CA 1 said, "you need to 

set the strategic direction and preferred route". Two other participants talked about 

progress along a direction, SPl about "how far along your direction of strategic 

travel" and UP5 commented that "You have to set and hold a direction but you have 

to listen and think and see if this is still right" and that "we have to rely on are proxy 

figures that indicate that we are heading in the right direction". 

Three participants made reference to implementation: CM3 "the way we 

implement the Darzi report could be a unique selling proposition for us"; HM4 

"actions ... were needed in implementation to put strategy into practice"; UP5 "Not 

because the goals were in conflict but because the way the implementation looked at 

these"; "the goals themselves are not in conflict but the way they are implemented 

brings them into conflict"; "You want the end result but you can't just implement 

that end result" and "you also need good operational managers to implement the 

strategy" . 

Plans and planning were mentioned by four participants. Some participants 

related strategic thinking directly to a strategic plan. DA4 said that the elements of 

the "strategic plan" reflected strategic thinking on their map. DM4 commented that 

strategic thinking was "about a plan and objectives" and "conducting the plan to 

deliver the objectives" with tactics being about "the immediate objectives or about 

manipulating the plan to make sure it works". For NMl strategic thinking had begun 

to be "part of our integrated business plan and writing it down makes us think in 
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more detail". FP5 suggested the plan as an aid to strategic thinking "Back to a cycle 

in strategic thinking, what have we learnt from this? There are opportunities to 

revise, you track the plan". 

Comments from four participants related to a tension between a strategic plan 

which fixed things and a need for flexibility: CA 1 "The strategic plan is designed to 

take us to the place we want to go, the end point, and means of getting there" but "I 

have a problem with the idea of setting a fixed strategic plan because the 

environment is too dynamic" and that "strategy more as an ongoing journey rather 

than about achieving a fixed end point". OA2 commented that "there is always 

uncertainty and this forces critical planning, risk mitigation" and in a somewhat 

resigned tone of voice commented "You can have the best laid plans but then 

issues ... [the sentence was left hanging]". MAS emphasised the need for flexibility, 

"The skill in strategic planning is to have flexibility. It's not about planning into a 

box. Plans must be flexible and iterative and you must be prepared to change them" 

but that "There is a risk when strategic planning that you tend to own the project and 

are not prepared to accept when things are going wrong". QPS suggested that "Plans 

can be formulated but there is always this uncertainty associated with people". 

Four participants made comments that suggest a degree of emergence in a 

strategy process: CPS "Culture eats strategy for breakfast"; DA4 "Issues carve into 

the strategy". DA4 drew a distinction between strategic aspects of the map which 

involved them being able to "think ahead so that I can challenge", with less strategic 

aspects that were about "how am I going to get to the next step and then take the next 

step". DM4 "some form of navigator role and having to navigate around issues ... 

generaIIy two types of route, those that went around issues, but took longer, and 

those that sailed through the storm, which was rougher for those with him but was 

quicker". FP5 "What we have learnt from this strategic programme is the need to 

continuously change and improve"; CM3 "I think of strategy as a process, both 

deliberate and emergent, youknow the Mintzberg stuff. I've used both successfully in 

combination in my career." 

348 



13.3.1.3 Systemicity 

A number of participants made some reference to systems, connectedness or 

complexity: CP5 "someone with huge passion to make a difference and an ability to 

work the system to make a difference"; NMl "an intentional tension set up in the 

system by government"; DP3 "If the system is not appropriately run you hit the 

buffers", "You have to consider the system before and after to understand how to 

solve the problem" and "we've started to become more systemic on certain things"; 

NMl the production of an "integrated business plan"; NM2 mentioned the 

"complexity of the issue". PP2 made three comments that suggested a degree of 

complexity, "I think about the whole not the parts", see from "the balcony to the 

ballroom" and "taking a step back and thinking about the whole". FP5 talked about 

the map being a good example of "joined up" thinking. 

NM4 clearly stated that connectedness was an important aspect of strategic 

thinking in saying that "strategic thinking was about understanding the connections, 

it was forward looking, about how what you do makes a difference and scanning for 

issues that might help or have an impact". 
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13.4 Question set for guiding strategic thinking 
practice 

13.4.1 Constructing questions 

• What are the goals of: 
o The organisation? 
o Its stakeholders? 

• Are there any proxy stakeholders? 
o Recognisable groups and individuals? 
o You personally? 
o How are these goals interrelated? 

• What are the issues associated with: 
o The organisation? 
o Its stakeholders? 

• Are there any proxy stakeholders? 
o Recognised groups and individuals? 
o You personally? 
o How are these issues interrelated? 

• What actions are currently being undertaken or planned by: 
o The organisation? 
o You personally? 
o How are these actions interrelated? 

• How is performance measured of: 
o The organisation? 
o You personally? 
o How are these measures interrelated? 

• What goals do these actions support? 
• What issues are these actions in response to? 
• How will these actions affect performance? 
• How will these issues impact on goals? 
• How will these issues impact on current or planned actions? 

13.4.2 Refining questions 

• What are the advantages and disadvantages of expressing that goal in 
negative terms? (assuming that there are negative goals) 

• Which goals, issues, actions or performance measures are most likely to be 
perceived or interpreted differently? . 

o How would you ascertain what those different perceptions and 
interpretations are? 

• Which goals are the most: 
o Important? 
o Urgent? 
o Feasible? 
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• Which issues are the most: 
o Important? 
o Urgent? 
o Feasible? 

• Which actions are the most: 
o Important? 
o Urgent? 
o Feasible? 

• Which performance measures are the most: 
o Important? 
o Urgent? 
o Feasible? 

• What are the significant risks? 
o What is the nature of the risk? 
o How is that risk managed? 

• Which goals are in alignment? 
• Which goals are in conflict? 
• From which goals is conflict most likely to arise? 

o How might that conflict be managed? 
• What causes that to happen? 
• What must occur or be in place for that to happen? 
• What are the significant aspects of timing and sequencing? 

13.4.3 Appraising questions 

• Given the constraints of the setting is sufficient scope and diversity 
incorporated? 

• Are the methods of working with the information suitable? 
• Have you considered goals, issues, actions and performance measurement at 

the organisational (departmental, etc.) level? 
• Have you considered goals and issues above the organisational (departmental 

etc.) level? 
• Where are there significant areas of uncertainty? 

o Is it possible to reduce that uncertainty and if so, by what means? 
• Is there an appropriate balance between: 

o The goals of different stakeholders? 
o The goals of the organisation and you personally? 
o Internal and external issues? 
o Goals, issues, actions and performance measurement, given the stage 

of the strategy development process? 
• What should you reveal in this setting? 

o Should you highlight areas of goal conflict? 
o Should you resist converting negative goals into positive ones? 
o Should you challenge the level as too high or not high enough? 
o Should you acknowledge areas of uncertainty? 
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