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1 Abstract

Extreme context strategizing: what does this mean?
Explaining it, I am keen.

Exploring an organization in extreme contexts,
What can be found in the archival texts?

The story of Doctors without Borders

In four extreme cases full of disorders.

A multifaceted, multi-level and complex process
Like a game of chess.

Faced with a moral dilemma,

Prioritizing and creating are on the agenda.
Sensemaking, ethical decision-making and learning

Are the key constituent sub-processes of extreme context strategizing.

Across diverse organizational types and boundaries, extreme contexts are increasingly
frequent and have the potential to disrupt and devastate organizational life. When a context
shifts from a relatively stable environment to an extreme one, strategizing becomes embedded
within an evolving, uncertain, and hazardous environment. This study investigates the

complexities of strategizing in such an extreme context.

Employing a case study design, this research contributes to the growing body of Extreme
Context Research (ECR) in the field of management and organization studies (MOS) by
theorizing how organizations respond to and operate within an extreme context. Specifically,
four archival case studies from Doctors Without Borders (MSF) —an organization renowned for
its work in extreme context—, are examined. These archival case studies include the 1994
Rwandan genocide against Tutsis and moderate Hutus, the violence of the new Rwandan regime
in 1994 and 1995, the Rwandan refugee camps in Zaire and Tanzania from 1994 to 1996 and
the hunting and killing of Rwandan refugees in Zaire-Congo in 1996 and 1997.

The process of strategizing in an extreme context is unveiled through the lived experiences
of organizational members, as documented in archival data from reports commissioned by the
organization. Through the analysis of these reports, I uncover the nuanced interplay between
individual and organizational levels, exposing the intricate connections between these levels
within an extreme context. This study deepens scholarly understanding by elucidating the

impact of the three temporal dimensions — past, present, and future — on organizational

12



sensemaking, ethical decision-making, and learning practices, which collectively shape
strategizing in an extreme context. It advances theory by developing a dynamic, multi-level
model of extreme context strategizing. This model is further illustrated through vignettes
constructed from rich and unique secondary data sources, offering a detailed account of how
strategizing in an extreme context evolves over time. The vignettes emphasize the constellation

of practices that emerge in response to the challenges posed by such an extreme environment.

In addition, this study contributes to research methodology in demonstrating how archival
data can reveal critical organizational processes, particularly strategizing in an extreme context.
By analyzing archival reports, it uncovers the interplay between field experiences and strategic
decision-making at headquarters, showing how prescribed procedures often diverge from actual
execution in extreme environments while preserving insights free from memory distortion over
time. Furthermore, archival resources, are invaluable for research, particularly in extreme
contexts where trauma makes data collection through interviews or observations difficult.
These records provide non-intrusive access to natural evidence over time, reducing the risk of
re-traumatization for participants and researchers, while offering flexibility, cost-effectiveness,

and a transparent audit trail, making them valuable to study phenomena in extreme contexts.

On a practical level, this study demonstrates that timely comprehension of the extreme
context, responses to moral dilemmas, and learning both in and from these contexts foster
reflection and reflexivity. Engaging in reflexive practices is critical in addressing two central
questions situated in the extreme context: Who are we?” and “What are we doing?”. These
insights offer a potential pathway for understanding the complex, fluid, and emergent process
of strategizing in an extreme context as an ongoing redefinition of organizational identity and

strategic action.

2 Introduction

2.1 The Motivation

First, my interest in the strategizing process comes from my past as a chess player. My
late father was a chess Grandmaster so | started to play when I was a little girl. [ played my first

Youth National Championship at the age of 7, participated in countless tournaments after that

13



and stopped competitions at the age of 18. Chess beginners are usually not capable to really
elaborate and think about strategy which is one of the main reasons of losing. When they realize
that strategizing throughout the game is essential and that it is constantly being challenged and
evolves to the new position of the pieces, they instantly become much better players. This
comes from practice; in other words, playing a lot. I played a lot, so I learned the importance

of strategizing really early in my life.

Second, my interest in how people create and share knowledge, and how organizations
learn came from my studies. I have always loved learning. I was obsessed with school as a
toddler, which I associated with the place of learning. I was so eager to begin that I started
school at the age of 2 years and 3 months, which was possible at the time in France. Generally,
I have always enjoyed going to school. Out of curiosity, I took the ‘Knowledge Management’
course given by Dr Viktor Dorfler during my Erasmus exchange at the University of
Strathclyde. Every lecture in this course was fascinating and raised exciting new questions for
me. When the course ended, I felt that [ had to know more and keep digging. I was at the end
of my master’s studies and the past years had been a challenge due to my personal and financial
situation. Nevertheless, I told my professor at the time of my interest and he asked me to come
and see him when I was ready to start a PhD. It was not an option I had really considered before,
but it created a spark and so Viktor Dorfler became my thesis supervisor a year later and this

journey began for me.

Third, my interest in International Organizations really started when I got involved with
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) as an Undergraduate Student. I started to be
very interested in the work of UNICEF after the devastating earthquake in Haiti in 2010. My
interest in UNICEF got stronger when I became a mother two years later. I became an intern,
then a student ambassador and a volunteer of the organization for a few years. I had the chance
to get to know the organization from the inside and some of its archives thanks to Paulette
Préhembaud, Secretary General of UNICEF France, who supported me and taught me a lot
about UNICEF’s practices, strategy and history. Furthermore, I did my master’s thesis in
collaboration with the UNECE’s Transport Division. I observed the interactions and decision-
making in a SC.3 working party and interviewed members of the UNECE Transport Division,
different commissions and Member States’ transport ministries in the UN offices in Geneva. |

found extremely interesting studying this type of international organizations.
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I chose to study another organization in order to deepen my knowledge of the practices
of international organizations that speak out and fight for humans (be it their rights or their
lives) and how they make decisions in the complex contexts they face. As a French person, I
have often heard about the work of Médecins Sans Frontieres/Doctors Without Borders and 1

wanted to know more about how this organization operates and strategizes.

Combining these three interests, this research is the result of my curiosity.

2.2 The Field

The context of this study is the international association Doctors without Borders, mostly
known worldwide as MSF. The primary mission of the organization at the heart of this study is
to provide assistance to other human beings. I believe that this organization provides a primary
example of organizing. The following narrative about the American anthropologist Margaret
Mead showcases the importance of organizing in caregiving since care happens over time and

requires the help of others.

“A student asked Dr. Mead what she considered to be the first sign of civilization, and
she made no mention of any of the obvious artifacts of early civilizations such as tools,
art, or religious relics. Rather, she claimed the first evidence of civilization was a
fractured femur (the bone connecting the hip to the knee) from 15,000 years ago. This
bone had been broken and then healed, a process that takes at least six weeks. It would
have been impossible without the support of others. Mead explained that no person
could have survive a broken leg 15,000 years ago as it would prevent escaping from
predators, gathering food or water, or engaging in other activities needed for survival.
The healed femur was evidence that somebody had decided to not abandon their injured
companion, but to share their survival interests with another and help their fellow

human recover.” (Thompson & Nygren, 2020: 260)

The story of the creation of MSF can be found on its website'. In short, the organization
was founded in Paris on 22 December 1971 by thirteen doctors and journalists, and in particular
by two doctors, Bernard Kouchner and Max Récamier, who had been asked by the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) to come and work to provide medical assistance in Biafra.

They thought that medical assistance was just dressing a war wound and wanted to speak out

! https://www.msf.fr/decouvrir-msf/notre-histoire
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about what was happening in the field. The importance of witnessing and advocacy, alongside
the provision of medical assistance, would later form the basis of the MSF movement. Here,
advocacy is a means to either denounce the situation to raise awareness and/or influence policy-
making and bring change to the situation in the field. In other terms, as an organization, MSF
has the ambition to not only provide medical assistance to populations in suffering but as an
independent entity, to witness and advocate to influence the situation for the benefit of those in

distress.

At the time, there was no organization in charge of responding to an emergency abroad
by providing medical assistance to people suffering from the emergency and speaking out about
the situation. As stated by Bernard Kouchner, the simple idea to send medical teams to the
locations of patients in need was revolutionary at the time. A new type of humanitarian
association was born. MSF was created as an emergency-response organization and still has
this image worldwide. The very first mission of the organization was an emergency response
to the devastating earthquake in Managua, Nicaragua, in 1972. However, responding to
emergencies is now only part of the organization’s mission. The organization’s first emergency
missions in the 1970s revealed some shortcomings in terms of preparation and organization.
An internal political conflict arose within the organization. Finally, a vote was held at the 1979
Annual General Meeting to decide on the strategic direction of the organization. The vote
favored a more structured type of organization (as opposed to a commando of emergency
doctors), leading to the departure of some of the organization’s iconic founders such as Bernard

Kouchner.

MSF is composed of five operational centers: Paris, Geneva, Barcelona, Amsterdam, and
Brussels. These centers manage every field operation. According to the MSF website
(https://www.msf.ch/a-propos/mouvement-msf), each MSF organization is connected to one
specific operational center: (1) France, United States of America, Australia, and Japan are
associated with the Paris operational center; (2) Switzerland and Austria are associated with
the Geneva operational center; (3) Spain and Greece are associated with the Barcelona
operational center, (4) Netherlands, Germany, and the United Kingdom are associated with the
Amsterdam operational center; and (5) Belgium, Brazil, Italia, Norway, Luxembourg, Sweden,
Hong Kong, Denmark, and South Africa are associated with the Brussels operational center.
For example, this means that the fundraising done for MSF in the United States will serve the
missions launched by the Paris operational center. The International Bureau coordinates the

different operational centers and their associated sections or associations. The five operational
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centers are associated internally with the countries in which they are located. In the various
cases studied in this thesis, as the source of archival data is mainly internal, the operational
centers are referred to by their internal names: we speak of sections and, for example, the Paris

section is associated with MSF-F (i.e. MSF-France).
MSF is an international movement linked by the following Charter and principles:

“Médecins Sans Frontieres (MSF) is a private international association. The
association is made up mainly of doctors and health sector workers and is also open to

all other professions which might help in achieving its aims.
All of its members agree to honour the following principles:

Médecins Sans Frontieres provides assistance to populations in distress, to victims of
natural or man-made disasters and to victims of armed conflict. They do so irrespective

of race, religion, creed or political convictions.

Médecins Sans Frontieres observes neutrality and impartiality in the name of universal
medical ethics and the right to humanitarian assistance and claims full and unhindered

freedom in the exercise of its functions.

Members undertake to respect their professional code of ethics and maintain complete

independence from all political, economic or religious powers.

As volunteers, members understand the risks and dangers of the missions they carry out
and make no claim for themselves or their assigns for any form of compensation other

than that which the association might be able to afford them.”
(Source: https://www.msf.org/msf-charter)

The organization started with 300 members and now has grown substantially to nearly 65,000

people, thus showing strategic success in the form of survival and prosperity.

2.3 The Aims of the Study

This thesis offers a unique contribution to the Strategic Management (SM) and the

Extreme Context Research (ECR) literatures.
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On the one hand, the SM literature has brought to the fore the understanding of
strategizing as a dynamic process (Mintzberg, Ghoshal, Lampel, & Quinn, 2003; Pettigrew,
1992; Takeuchi, 2013; Tsoukas & Knudsen, 2005; Van de Ven, 1992), in which practices (Chia
& MacKay, 2007; Johnson, Melin, & Whittington, 2003; Samra-Fredericks, 2003; Tsoukas,
2010; Whittington, 1996, 2003) and knowledge (Grant, 1996; Spender, 1996; Spender &
Spender, 1989; Whitehill, 1997; Zack, 1999) are of utmost importance.

On the other hand, the ECR literature has been interested in how the nature of extreme
contexts transforms organizational processes. While extreme context research has looked at
the influence of extreme events on sensemaking (Cornelissen, Mantere, & Vaara, 2014; Weick,
1993), improvising (Crossan, 1998), sensing (Cunliffe & Coupland, 2011; De Rond, Holeman,
& Howard-Grenville, 2019; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015), ethical decision-making (Bagdasarov
et al., 2016; Sonenshein, 2007) and learning (Meyer, 1982), it has yet limited understanding of
how these human and organizational practices unfold as a process, particularly at the micro
level. Moreover, what is even less understood is how these practices influence and are

influenced by strategizing.

In integrating Strategy as Process and Practice (SAPP) and ECR theorizing, this study
aims to develop a process model of extreme context strategizing that to the best of my
knowledge uniquely looks at the special form of strategizing from a comprehensive perspective
as it unfolded in real life scenarios that were documented including the experiences of field

workers and headquarters strategists alike.

2.4 Research question and research objectives

As detailed in The Motivation, 1 grew up with an interest in strategy. This research is
b