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This article attempts to reflect the current state and progress of strategy-process research. Based
on a literature review, an integrative framework is developed encompassing key antecedents,
process and outcome factors, and the interrelationship among them. The review reveals that strategy-
process research has made considerable progress in the past, shifting the focus from strategic plan-
ning to new areas, thereby emphasizing the exposed position of the individuals involved. The
authors recommend that researchers conduct more studies that explore the effects of the individu-
als involved in strategy processes and the phases prior to and after the actual decision making.
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Is strategy-process research really in a crisis? Some scholars claim so. Certainly, the field
is characterized by an ever-increasing plurality of concepts and frameworks. Some of these
are prescriptive (e.g., Andrews, 1971; Ansoff, 1965; Chandler, 1962; Farjoun, 2002;
Mintzberg, 1994d), whereas others are descriptive (e.g., Bower, 1970; Lovas & Ghoshal,
2000; Mintzberg, 1978; Noda & Bower, 1996; Quinn, 1980). Some are anchored at the indi-
vidual level (e.g., Hiller & Hambrick, 2005; Miller, 1993b; Nutt, 1998b), some at the group
level (e.g., Golden & Zajac, 2001; Iaquinto & Fredrickson, 1997; Rindova, 1999), and some
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at the organizational level (e.g., Bower, 1970; Burgelman, 1983b; Farjoun, 2002). The result
is an amazing set of partly competing, partly overlapping models.

Then again, is not pluralism the strength of the field? Different perspectives and discipli-
nary contributions provide far more insights into the strategy-process phenomenon than a
single perspective could do. However, the proliferation of concepts and frameworks fosters
a complexity in which it seems easy to get lost.

Thus, this article attempts to provide guidance on what we have learned and what is still
to be explored in strategy-process research. Hence, the article is organized as follows. First,
we outline our approach to identify relevant literature. Based on a careful examination of the
theoretical and empirical literature, we develop an integrative framework. In doing so, we
identify key antecedents and process and outcome factors, including the interrelationship
among them. Second, we use this framework to review and synthesize past research.
Thereby, we outline crucial findings, contradictions, and gaps in the present literature; bring
together what we have learned so far; and map the current intellectual structure of strategy-
process research. Finally, we uncover underexplored fields in strategy-process research and
provide suggestions for future research and managerial practice.

Development of an Integrative Framework

Identification of the Literature

We chose to limit our review to articles published in journals because these can be con-
sidered validated knowledge and are likely to have the highest impact in the field (Podsakoff,
MacKenzie, Bachrach, & Podsakoff, 2005). Relevant journals were identified based on a set
of articles on journal quality and ranking (among others, Johnson & Podsakoff, 1994;
Podsakoff et al., 2005; Tahai & Meyer, 1999). Unlike previous reviews in the field, our aim
was to expand the scope of the review with regard to the broad disciplinary base of strategy-
process research. Consequently, we included journals in related fields such as organizational
behavior and organization theory and in more distant fields such as sociology and psychol-
ogy. Because practice is the root of strategic management (Bowman, Singh, & Thomas,
2002; Pettigrew, Thomas, & Whittington, 2002), we also included practitioner-oriented jour-
nals. The resulting working list consisted of 21 journals (Table 1).

A selected set of 10 keywords was used to conduct a computerized search (Brynjolfsson,
1993; Van De Ven, 1992) of the literature in the Business Source Premier Publications data-
base for the period between 1992 and April 2005. We selected 1992 as a starting point as it
represents a seminal date in the history of strategy-process research. Both the summer and
the winter special issues of the Strategic Management Journal were dedicated to strategy-
process research. Furthermore, earlier work on strategy-process research was already exten-
sively reviewed elsewhere (e.g., Huff & Reger, 1987; Rajagopalan, Rasheed, & Datta, 1993).

The database search returned 1,307 keyword hits, originating from 991 disjoint articles.
We reviewed the abstracts of these articles to identify those with a major focus on strategy-
process-related topics. From these, we created a working list of 294 articles. We collected
copies of these articles and used them as a basis for our review. We excluded articles that did not
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show a focus on any strategy-process-related topic, despite an abstract that might have induced
such a focus, from the subsequent literature review. The final list consisted of 227 articles.

Development of the Framework

According to Ginsberg and Venkatraman (1985), an analytical review scheme is neces-
sary for systematically evaluating the contribution of a given body of literature. A careful
analysis of the body of literature revealed three broad categories of factors relevant within
strategy-process research: antecedents (A), processes (B), and outcomes (C).

Strategy processes unfold in and are shaped by environmental and organizational context
(Pettigrew, 1997). Taking place in the environmental context, strategy processes are influ-
enced by environmental attributes such as uncertainty, complexity, munificence, and
dynamism (Dess & Beard, 1984; Sharfman & Dean, 1991) as well as by politics and regu-
lation (Duncan, 1972). Within the environment, an organization is characterized by its strate-
gic context, referring to the strategic position and moves of an organization. Strategic pre-
disposition, however, will influence the strategy process within organizations (Ashmos,
Duchon, McDaniel, & Reuben, 1998). Further influence on the strategy process can be
attributed to the organizational context. This may include static organizational characteris-
tics such as size (Yasai-Ardekani & Nystrom, 1996), age (Forbes, 2005), structure (Covin,
Slevin, & Schultz, 1994), or technology (Molloy & Schwenk, 1995) as well as dynamic
organizational characteristics such as routines (Baum & Wally, 2003), culture, or values
(Pant & Lachman, 1998). Finally, past performance affects strategy processes through its
influence on, for example, comprehensiveness (Fredrickson, 1985) and intensity of infor-
mation search (Cyert & March, 1963). While differences in these characteristics will lead to
varying strategy processes, strategy-process-specific factors are also important for explain-
ing different patterns among organizations.

Strategy processes can be described as being composed of three main elements: the strate-
gists, the issue, and the sequence of actions. Given the fact that decisions are made by indi-
viduals, the process by which such decisions are made and its characteristics are strongly
influenced by individual-related attributes. Strategists’ static characteristics hence refer to
the group or individual involved in strategic decision making and encompass attributes such
as size (Iaquinto & Fredrickson, 1997), openness (Amason & Sapienza, 1997), or hetero-
geneity (Ferrier, 2001). To a large extent, these attributes refer to the behavioral side of deci-
sion making. In contrast, strategists’ personal and cognitive context explores the sources of
an individual’s predisposition. Strategists’ cognition and personal determinants such as ori-
gin (Hitt, Dacin, Tyler, & Park, 1997) or experience (Iaquinto & Fredrickson, 1997) shape
managers cognitive models. These, in turn, will exert a great influence on the strategy
process through shaping strategists’ environmental sensing capabilities, will influence the
perception of strategic issues, and will affect the diagnosis of strategic issues (Porac &
Thomas, 2002). Moreover, even within a single organization, the strategy process can vary
across decisions due to issue characteristics such as complexity (Rindova, 1999), urgency
(Dutton, 1993), or strategic relevance (Dean & Sharfman, 1993a). The aforementioned factors
influence the sequence of action, which can be described according to process characteristics
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such as degree of rationality (Priem, Rasheed, & Kotulic, 1995), comprehensiveness
(Atuahene-Gima & Haiyang, 2004), or participation (Andersen, 2004). Finally, process char-
acteristics determine process-outcome characteristics such as speed of decision (Baum &
Wally, 2003), level of commitment (Dooley, Fryxell, & Judge, 2000), or decision quality
(Amason, 1996). For the purpose of the review, issue, process, and process-outcome charac-
teristics are used in the context of strategy formulation (F) and implementation (I) separately.

Antecedents as well as process characteristics influence economic and noneconomic out-
comes. Conceptualizing strategy process as a recurring event, we find it evident that the outcome
of a strategy process is also the context in which the following strategy process occurs.
Therefore, with the exception of the environmental context, outcome factors are identical to the
antecedent factors⎯that is, strategic context, organizational characteristics, and performance.

The factors and interrelationships identified above are displayed in the form of an integrative
framework in Figure 1. The framework highlights five sets of antecedent factors: environ-
mental context, strategic context, static organizational characteristics, dynamic organiza-
tional characteristics, and performance; five sets of strategy process factors: strategists’ static
characteristics, strategists’ personal and cognitive context, issue characteristics, process char-
acteristics, and process-outcome characteristics; and five sets of outcomes identical to the
antecedent factors. Within this framework, research falls into two categories. The first set of
studies is contained entirely within one or the other of the boxes. These box-exploring stud-
ies are concerned with describing the phenomenon, thereby delineating or developing con-
cepts. For example, the numerous studies devoted to describing the strategic planning process
of various organizations (e.g., Baker, 1992; Foo, Grinyer, & McKiernan, 1992; Frentzel,
Bryson, & Crosby, 2000; Grant, 2003) are best seen as being contained within the strategy
formulation box. Other examples are studies devoted to cognitive concepts such as intuition 
(Miller & Ireland, 2005) or script tracks (. . . . Goodwin & Ziegler, 1998), which can be
summarized in the strategists’ personal and cognitive context box.

The second set of studies explores one or more of the linkages identified in Figure 1.
These linkage-exploring studies have mostly explored simple bivariate contingency rela-
tionships. The linkages explored are displayed in Figure 2. Juxtaposing the elements of our
framework, we developed the review matrix, in which rows represent the independent ele-
ments and columns represent the dependent elements (impact of . . . on . . .). We used a three-
digit key (001-122, alphabetical order) to code the studies. Every study that addressed a link-
age was written into the specific linkage of the matrix.

Table 2 is intended to provide summaries of the major research questions pursued (link-
ages), information about the sample (industry, characteristics, region, sample size, and
methodology), and the key findings of the studies.

Thus, the framework provides a basis for what Pettigrew (1997, p. 340) calls the irre-
ducible purpose of processual analysis: to account for the what, why, and how of the links
between antecedents, process, and outcomes. In our review, we refer to this as research
streams. Research Stream 1 thereby is concerned with the influence of antecedent factors on
the strategy process. Research Stream 2 pertains to the relationship between antecedent fac-
tors and outcomes. Studies in Research Stream 3 have explored the interrelationship of strategy-
process factors among each other. Finally, Research Stream 4 encompasses work on the
relationship of strategy-process factors and outcomes.

Hutzschenreuter, Kleindienst / Strategy-Process Research 677
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In the following section, we first review the articles that fall into the different research
streams. We then review those studies that are contained with one or another box. Thereby,
we outline the crucial findings, contradictions, and gaps in the present literature and bring
together what we have learned from strategy-process research so far.

Review of the Literature

Linkage-Exploring Studies

Stream 1: Antecedents’influence on strategy process. Various studies have shown that strategy-
process characteristics are the results of internal and external forces that act on the process.

With regard to internal forces, current research (Hopkins & Hopkins, 1997; Iaquinto &
Fredrickson, 1997; Papadakis, Lioukas, & Chambers, 1998) contradicts common wisdom
that organizations move toward more procedural and formalized strategy processes as they
grow and become more structurally complex (Mintzberg, 1973). In fact, increasing size and
the associated creation of specialized units seem to make it more difficult to develop and
maintain a consistent understanding of the process among organizational members. In addi-
tion, place of origin accounts for different process characteristics. Distance to the actual
market development forces headquarters in an organization to a deductive formal approach,
whereas the periphery uses an inductive approach based on externally oriented and explo-
rative activities (Regnér, 2003).

External forces were explored with regard to the environmental and strategic context.
Organizations facing uncertain environments tend to have a modest margin for error. Thus,
rather than engaging in time-consuming comprehensive research and discovery, strategists
enhance decision-making speed (Baum & Wally, 2003), thereby relying, for example, on
intuition (Khatri & Ng, 2000) or personal sources of information (Elenkov, 1997). Hence,
involvement in the strategy process is contingent on the organization’s strategy.
Contradictory findings, though being convincingly derived from theory and data, however,
may indicate the necessity to consider a broader strategic context when further exploring this
relationship (Ashmos & McDaniel, 1996; Veliyath & Shortell, 1993).

Studies on past performance revealed the path dependency of process characteristics. The
merit of those studies is to point out the possible downside of good past performance. Although
desirable, good past performance may come along with the threat of ignorance (Dutton, 1993),
simplicity (Miller, 1993a), and increase in politics and conflicts (Papadakis et al., 1998).

The influence of antecedent factors on strategists’ personal and cognitive context has been
the subject of a limited number of studies only. Although diverse with regard to the specific
research question, the central conclusion of these studies is that antecedent factors such as
environmental volatility (Isabella & Waddock, 1994), past performance (Lant, Milliken, &
Batra, 1992), or technology (Itami & Numagami, 1992) have an effect, whether it be stimu-
lating or hindering, on strategists’ cognition. Although this finding may seem trivial at first
glance, its relevance becomes obvious when considering the further strategy process. If
antecedent factors influence a strategist’s cognition, then it becomes important to consider
them when trying to understand a strategist’s choice.
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Only four studies (Bates, Amundson, Schroeder, & Morris, 1995; Bryson & Bromiley,
1993; Floyd & Wooldridge, 1992; Veliyath & Shortell, 1993) within this stream were con-
cerned with implementation characteristics. However, these studies revealed that the ability
to acquire implementation skills depends on the strategic orientations. Thus, it seems that
implementation skills can be learned and are somewhat contingent on the dynamics of the
organization’s environment.

Many of the studies in the antecedents’-influence-on-strategy-process research stream are
noteworthy for their contribution of new and sometimes counterintuitive findings. Being
convinced that strategy process is a person-driven phenomenon, we especially applaud those
studies that link antecedents to strategists’ personal and cognitive characteristics. However,
in this regard, we feel it is important to extend research in this area to the effect of the per-
ception of antecedents on strategists’ personal and cognitive characteristics. After all, it is not
objective antecedent characteristics such as environmental complexity but the respective per-
ception of them that is decisive for subsequent decisions. Nevertheless, the research stream
as a whole can still be criticized for its one-sidedness. The small set of studies exploring
implementation issues points to a strong disequilibrium concerning strategy-process
research. It seems that research on implementation issues is seen as inferior compared with
research on formulation issues. This is all the more incomprehensible because strategy
implementation is a significant phase of the strategy process.

Stream 2: Antecedents’ influence on outcomes. Work in this area has concentrated on the
effect of antecedents on strategic context and performance. Those exploring the influence
of the environment on the strategic context (Brouthers, Brouthers, & Werner, 2000; Ferrier,
2001; Lant et al., 1992; Song, Calantone, & di Benedetto, 2002) reported findings somewhat
consistent with the structure-conduct-performance paradigm. Hence, competitive aggres-
siveness, strategic positioning, and likelihood of strategic reorientation can be explained, at
least to a certain degree, by an organization’s environment. Moreover, studies in this area
point to the path dependency of the strategic context (Veliyath & Shortell, 1993; Washington
& Ventresca, 2004). Organizations develop a dominant logic that summarizes their orienta-
tion toward change and innovation opportunities leading to the establishment of a local
meaning framework. This dominant logic then increases the likelihood that a related strategy
is incorporated in the future.

Further influence on an organization’s strategic context was attributed to organizational
characteristics. These studies can be commended for providing insights on the influence on
an organization’s strategic context that go beyond those offered by the structure-conduct-
performance paradigm. Thus, not only the competitive environment but also different orga-
nizational characteristics such as slack resources (Ferrier, 2001), life stage (Withane, 1997),
management-control systems (Marginson, 2002), and culture (Pant & Lachman, 1998) as
well as past performance (Ferrier, 2001; Lant et al., 1992) exert influence on an organiza-
tion’s strategic context.

The effect of antecedent factors on an organization’s performance was mainly explored with
regard to the strategic context and static organizational characteristics. Some of these stud-
ies claim that a diverse set of variables such as strategic attack characteristics (Ferrier, 2001),
strategic posture (Covin et al., 1994), or organizational size (Hopkins & Hopkins, 1997)
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results in good performance. However, contradictory findings, for example, on the effect of
centralization on performance (Andersen, 2004; Baum & Wally, 2003), raise doubts that the
mere presence of specific variables is enough to explain differences in performance. Rather,
it seems that as suggested by Miller (1988) and others, a configurational framework incor-
porating strategic, organizational, and environmental characteristics should be used to
explain organizational performance.

The remaining research in this linkage proposed that past success would contribute to the
formation of monolithic cultures and that processes would become tailored to a narrower set
of tasks. These findings are in accordance with the well-known notion of “success breeds
failure,” which has been reported in other studies (Audia, Locke, & Smith, 2000; Miller &
Chen, 1994; Starbuck & Milliken, 1988).

Although some of the issues being explored in the antecedents’-influence-on-outcomes
research stream have also been covered, for example, in the structure-performance paradigm
in economics, the work of strategy-process researchers has provided new insights. Hence, an
organization’s conduct is influenced not only by its environment but also by its characteristics.
From a theoretical point of view, the study of Dess, Lumpkin, and Covin (1997) is worthy
of note. Instead of relying solely on a contingency approach, the authors used a configura-
tional framework. The benefit of configurational research may be seen in its potential to offer
more useful and complete explanations of complex phenomenon such as strategy processes
than that provided by simple bivariate descriptions. Therefore, we anticipate future work to
rely more heavily on configurational theory and research.

Stream 3: Strategy process’s influence on strategy process. In their review, Rajagopalan
et al. (1993) bemoaned the limited research relating top management team (TMT) charac-
teristics to strategic decision processes. However, interest in this issue has surged in the
meantime. Recent research has explored the effects of the strategists’ characteristics on
process characteristics as well as on process outcomes.

In this regard, strategy-process characteristics such as agreement or comprehensiveness
were found to be contingent, to a large degree, on group characteristics such as size (Iaquinto
& Fredrickson, 1997) or involvement (Rindova, 1999). Other studies exploring the individ-
ual level linked a strategist’s idiosyncrasies, represented through personal and demographic
characteristics, to strategy-process characteristics. Thus, strategic choices are not the result
of the evaluation of objective information but reflect the cognitive model of the strategist.
Cognitive models, in turn, are shaped by a variety of factors such as cultural heritage (Hitt
et al., 1997), age (Forbes, 2005), or expertise (Hopkins & Hopkins, 1997).

The link between strategists’ personal and cognitive context and process-outcome char-
acteristics was explored by several studies. Thereby, different concepts such as cognitive
diversity (Amason, 1996; Forbes & Milliken, 1999), trust (Ford & Gioia, 2000), or perceived
loyalty and competence (Dooley & Fryxell, 1999) were used. Although diverse in nature, the
results of these studies indicate that a strong socialization among strategists within an orga-
nization has a positive effect on process-outcome characteristics such as quality, speed, or
creativity. Thus, these findings somewhat support the arguments of authors (Falcione &
Wilson, 1988) who contend that organizations exhibiting strong socialization outperform
those with weak socialization.
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The largest set of work in this research stream has linked process-formulation character-
istics to process outcomes. However, this set can be divided into two broad categories of
issue-related, “hard-fact” research and individual-related, “soft-fact” research. Those studies
exploring issue-related hard facts confirmed common knowledge that rationality and com-
prehensiveness were positively related to decision success, at least in stable environments
(Hough & White, 2003; Nutt, 2004). The majority of studies, however, took a different
approach. Exploring individual-related soft facts such as involvement (Collier, Fishwick, &
Floyd, 2004; Gerbing, Hamilton, & Freeman, 1994), consensus (Dooley et al., 2000), and
procedural justice (Kim & Mauborgne, 1993a, 1993b, 1995, 1998), these studies focused on
the individuals involved. The shared view in those studies is that process outcomes such as
quality and commitment are positively related to the feeling of the strategists that the decision-
making process was fair and that a consensus was achieved. Kim and Mauborgne (1998)
even argue that individuals reciprocate when dealt with in a fair and trusting way. This rec-
iprocation is the basis for willing knowledge sharing, which otherwise may not have been
shared.

Previous studies (Jackson & Dutton, 1988; Mintzberg, Raisinghani, & Theoret, 1976)
have shown that the labeling and categorization of issues in the early stage of the strategy
process influence subsequent stages. However, the relationship between issue-specific char-
acteristics and strategy-process characteristics has received limited attention. Moreover,
research in this area is fragmented, using issue characteristics such as crisis decision (Molloy
& Schwenk, 1995), complexity (Dutton, 1993; Rindova, 1999), or importance (Dean &
Sharfman, 1993a) to explore the impact on strategy-process characteristics. The most sophis-
ticated study (Papadakis et al., 1998) in this area used 16 issue-specific characteristics and
found that issue-specific characteristics had a dominant role in determining strategy
processes. However, although issue-specific characteristics seem to have an important
impact on strategy-process characteristics, to date, no generalizable conclusions with regard
to the degree and extent can be drawn.

Comparable to Research Stream 1, research on the topic of strategy implementation
received only limited attention. Diverse issues such as planning (Gottschalk, 1999; Grundy &
King, 1992), planning staff and power (Waldersee & Sheather, 1996), or middle-management
involvement (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1992) were explored. If any conclusion can be drawn
with regard to the small set of studies and the diverse issues being explored, then it is that
planning may facilitate implementation (Gottschalk, 1999; Grundy & King, 1992). However,
planning is not sufficient for implementation success. The behavioral side of implementa-
tion appears to matter a great deal. In this regard, it was shown that successful imple-
mentation is contingent on strategic decision commitment (Dooley et al., 2000), learning
(Miller, Wilson, & Hickson, 2004), and involvement of key persons (Floyd & Wooldridge,
1992).

In sum, studies in the strategy-process’s-influence-on-strategy-process research stream
have impressively argued the exposed position of the individual. In this sense, they have
somewhat “humanized” the field. Thus, personal characteristics were shown to have a direct
impact on process characteristics as well as on process outcomes. Furthermore, it was shown
that process characteristics such as involvement and procedural justice had an impact on
process outcomes through their effect on the individuals involved. The limited set of studies
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exploring the impact of issue characteristics point out that the long-established artificial
divide between process and content research has still not been overcome. However, results
show that it is vital to integrate the question of what to decide on, with the question of how
to decide in future studies.

Stream 4: Strategy process’s influence on outcomes. Because the linkage of strategy to
performance is “the heart of the matter” (Schendel, 1992, p. 3), it is obvious that this last
research stream is clearly dominated by studies exploring performance as a dependent vari-
able. Far fewer studies are concerned with the relationship between strategists’ characteris-
tics and strategy context and performance, respectively.

Despite the long history of research on the planning-performance link (see, e.g.,
Armstrong, 1982; Pearce, Freeman, & Robinson, 1987; Shrader, Taylor, & Dalton, 1984),
this relationship is still one of the most addressed research questions in strategy process.
Findings in recent studies in this area (Andersen, 2000, 2004; Baker, Addams, & Davis,
1993; Berry, 1998; Hopkins & Hopkins, 1997; Miller & Cardinal, 1994) indicate a positive
relationship between strategic planning and performance. At the same time, however, stud-
ies show that current strategic planning has little in common with the highly bureaucratized,
top-down processes of the 1960s and 1970s. Rather, strategic planning is seen as a device
that is able to enhance internal communication, integrate different capabilities, and coordi-
nate organizational activities across functional areas. This argument is supported by findings
that strategic planning is no longer the primary decision path for making strategy (Grant,
2003). Thus, the contribution of strategic planning is not to be found in itself but in its inte-
grative achievement. The informational aspect may also help to explain that the planning-
performance relationship varies with regard to the environmental (Priem et al., 1995) and
strategic context (Rogers, Miller, & Judge, 1999). Where more information is needed, for
example, in turbulent environments, the strategic-planning-performance relationship will be
stronger because it provides the information needed to align an organization’s strategy and
structure to its environment.

According to the upper-echelon perspective (Hambrick & Mason, 1984), strategists’ char-
acteristics have important impacts on organizational outcomes as they are authorized to
make strategic decisions. Based on this logic, a set of studies explored the effect of strate-
gists’ characteristics on performance and strategic context, respectively. With regard to the
performance implications, a strong influence was found to be exerted by different character-
istics such as certainty (Isabella & Waddock, 1994) or core self-evaluation (Hiller &
Hambrick, 2005). However, no general conclusion can be drawn with regard to the extent
and direction of the impact of different characteristics on performance. This may best be
reflected in the proposition made by Hiller and Hambrick (2005) that the greater a CEO’s
core self-evaluation, the more extreme the organization’s performance⎯be it positive or
negative. Other studies (Ferrier, 2001; Lant et al., 1992) have linked strategists’ characteris-
tics to strategic context. A few of them explored the effects of size (Golden & Zajac, 2001)
and heterogeneity (Lant et al., 1992) on strategic change. Noteworthy about these studies is
that although characteristics such as size were explored, the underlying rationale was of cog-
nitive nature. Size and functional heterogeneity were used to indicate cognitive capacity and
ability. Other studies (Farjoun & Lai, 1997; Hiller & Hambrick, 2005; Song et al., 2002)
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directly explored the effect of cognitive characteristics on strategic context. Again, a signif-
icant impact was found. Similar to Hitt et al. (1997), Song et al. (2002) showed the influence
of cultural heritage. In this regard, U.S. managers were identified as preferring differentia-
tion strategies, whereas Japanese managers preferred cost-leadership strategies.

In sum, the overall contribution of the strategy-process’s-influence-on-outcomes research
stream is twofold. First, as studies on the planning-performance link have shown, the mean-
ing and role of strategic concepts may change over time. Although this finding in itself may
not be astonishing, it has implications for research. On one hand, consistency of concept
operationalization is needed. Inconsistencies make it difficult to adequately compare studies,
draw conclusions, and make normative statements. On the other hand, strategic concepts
have to be reviewed with regard to their timeliness. Otherwise, it may happen⎯as in the case
of strategic planning⎯that developments in practice overtake research. Second, these stud-
ies show that because strategists make decisions consistent with their cognitive models,
which are a function of their characteristics, these characteristics are associated with organi-
zational outcomes. Thus, strategists’ characteristics provide an important source in explain-
ing how strategists and, consequently, organizations behave.

Box-Exploring Studies

Although strategic management, and hence strategy-process research, is dominated
by linkage-exploring studies (Boyd & Reuning-Elliott, 1998; Venkatraman & Grant, 1986),
a considerable number of studies were contained entirely within one or the other of the
boxes. Studies in this category were concerned with describing the phenomenon thereby
delineating or developing concepts. Table 3 shows the boxes taken from the framework that
were used to classify the studies, namely, strategy process (B), strategists’ characteristics,
personal and cognitive context (B-I and B-II), strategy formulation (B.F), and strategy
implementation (B.I).

Strategy process. Research in this category is heavily influenced by studies providing
conceptualizations of strategy process such as evolutionary process (Burgelman, 1994, 1996,
2002), iterated process of resource allocation (Noda & Bower, 1996), guided evolution
(Lovas & Ghoshal, 2000), organic perspective (Farjoun, 2002), or shaping conversations
(Liedtka & Rosenblum, 1996). Although diverse in nature and details, these concepts jointly
challenge the design approach to strategy process. The dichotomy of strategy formulation
and strategy implementation and the concepts of discrete time and discrete flow are rejected.
Rather, the new concepts of strategy call for a reconceptualization of the traditional balka-
nized strategy concept (Liedtka & Rosenblum, 1996). Hence, these concepts have intro-
duced more dynamic and eclectic views of key constructs, argued against rational unitary-
actor models, and portrayed a more complex view of causality. Moreover, they have shifted
the focus from strategic choice to strategic change and provide a much more realistic picture
of the actual strategy process in organizations. Studies (e.g., Burgelman, 1996) even provide
evidence that strategic change can take place before it is recognized or acknowledged as such
by the TMT. From a methodological point of view, these concepts require longitudinal
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research, action science, sequence modeling, ethnographic approach, and case histories
(Stacey, 1995). In this regard, the reductionist approach of testing hypotheses, commonly
used in linkage-exploring studies, however, is not suitable. The exploration of complex sys-
tems such as organizations or strategy processes unfolding within an organizational context
as a whole cannot be studied using linear or approximated linear systems. For such systems,
it is extremely difficult to find the specific causes of specific effects. Hence, instead of look-
ing for causes and effects, it is necessary to look for patterns and their systematic implica-
tions. Thus, we assume future research should conduct further field studies in different
settings to validate the models presented.

Strategists’characteristics and personal and cognitive context. These studies were mainly
concerned with the exploration of cognitive concepts such as reference points (Bamberger &
Fiegenbaum, 1996), intuition (Miller & Ireland, 2005), or scripts tracks (Goodwin & Ziegler,
1998) and their respective determinants. Overall, these studies revealed that cognition is
subject to influence on multiple levels. First, on a personal level, some studies showed that
cognition is shaped by characteristics such as locus of control (Carpenter & Golden, 1997)
or work experience (Goodwin & Ziegler, 1998). Second, context characteristics such as
strategic groups (Reger & Huff, 1993) influence managerial cognition. Third, some studies
found that issue-related characteristics such as issue familiarity (Goodwin & Ziegler, 1998)
influence cognition. Findings of this set of studies are especially interesting for research
in the upper-echelon and strategic choice tradition, as they provide some explanation for man-
agerial behavior. In this regard, they also provide some further explanations for managers’
varied responses to similar events. In addition, two studies (Hodgkinson, Maule, Bown,
Pearman, & Glaister, 2002; Wright & Goodwin, 2002) explored concepts confronting a well-
known cognitive bias, the framing bias. Although they disagree with regard to the appropri-
ate approach, the common finding is that the framing bias can be overcome. Thus, manage-
rial cognition is not an uncontrollable phenomenon but can, at least to a certain degree, pur-
posefully be influenced. We anticipate researchers will build on the present knowledge of
managerial cognition and further examine cognitive concepts and their effects on organiza-
tional outcomes.

Strategy formulation. This topic was clearly dominated by studies addressing strategic
planning. Over the review period, these studies show the aforementioned transmutation of
strategic planning⎯in theory as well as in practice. Starting from an understanding that
strategy is the result of strategic planning (Mintzberg, 1993, 1994b, 1994c), the concept has
considerably advanced. Recent studies (e.g., Grant, 2003) show that strategic decisions are
made outside the plan in response to upcoming opportunities and threats and are subse-
quently incorporated into the strategic plan. Thus, the long-running debate on strategic plan-
ning seems to be based on differing understandings and conceptions of strategic planning.
Therefore, we applaud the work of Boyd and Reuning-Elliott (1998). It is the only study that
provides a multi-indicator measure for the operationalization of strategic planning. With this,
it provides a construct that can be used in future research and may help to adequately com-
pare and generalize results across studies. In this regard, the debate on strategic planning
points out that past studies have overemphasized substantive research at the expense of
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construct-validation research. Hence, we repeat the call of Fredrickson (1983, p. 572) that
“investigators should place greater emphasis on evolving concepts into constructs and
developing measures of those constructs.”

Other studies in this box provide descriptions of how organizations use different
approaches such as drawing a strategy canvas (Kim & Mauborgne, 2002) or strategic stories
(Shaw, Brown, & Bromiley, 1998) for strategy formulation. Based on experiences from prac-
tice, these studies show the attempt of organizations to combine discipline and imagination
for strategy making (Szulanski & Amin, 2001). We believe that it will be one challenge of
future research to theoretically explore such attempts already in use in practice.

Strategy implementation. Once again, the very limited set of studies points to the strong
disequilibrium in strategy-process research. Implementation seems to be seen as a matter of
operational detail and tactical adjustments. The potential of implementation as an important
lever in strategy-process effectiveness, however, has largely been overlooked. Nevertheless,
from a resource-based perspective, strategy-implementation skills can be interpreted as one
potential source of competitive advantage (Barney & Zajac, 1994). The development of such
skills, in turn, is not an easy task. As the studies show, implementing strategy means man-
aging change. Change, however, may lead to unease among organizational members, thereby
hindering the effectiveness of strategy implementation. Thus, integrating those organiza-
tional members affected by strategy implementation is essential for successful implementa-
tion (Beer & Eisenstat, 1996). Whether the integration results from strategic discussions
(Beer & Eisenstat, 1996, 2004; Chesley & Wenger, 1999) or project teams (Pellegrinelli &
Bowman, 1994) is not relevant. However, it is relevant that organizational members do
respond to being treated fairly. Only then do they show commitment to strategy formulation
and implementation, even if these decisions affect them negatively (Cool, 1998).

An Overall Evaluation

Almost 20 years have passed since Huff and Reger’s (1987) comprehensive review. Ever
since, the field has made considerable progress. Today, we witness a shift in focus. At that
time, research was clearly dominated by planning-related topics, especially planning pre-
scriptions (Huff & Reger, 1987, p. 214). Although strategic planning has remained a promi-
nent topic, the focus today lies in the planning-performance link and the description of plan-
ning practices in organizations, which helped to uncover its transmutation over time. Even
more striking is the example of research on cognition and perception. An almost negligible
research stream in the 1980s, it is today one of the cornerstones of strategy-process research.

The impetus for this shift in focus may be found in the future research agenda of former
reviews (e.g., Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992; Huff & Reger, 1987; Rajagopalan et al., 1993).
It seems that past research has seized those suggestions and thus ensured the advancement
of the discipline.

With regard to methodology, the field has greatly benefited from the import of concepts
and research from other areas such as cognitive science or biology. Moreover, we have seen
a wide range of research methods from large-scale surveys that still dominate the field to
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in-depth case studies, multiple-case studies, simulation, and even ethnographic fiction. In
this regard, real-time longitudinal research gains more and more momentum offering a better
understanding of causal relationships.

From a content point of view, past research has also seized on the suggestions provided.
The pursuit of the suggestions provided by former reviews has influenced the development
of the field within the past two decades. Based on our review, we have identified six main
perspectives of strategy-process research representing the current intellectual structure of the
field: rational-mechanistic perspective, cognitive perspective, upper-echelon perspective,
middle-management perspective, organic perspective, and micro perspective.

The rational-mechanistic perspective stands in the tradition of the classical models (e.g.,
Andrews, 1971; Ansoff, 1965). In this deterministic understanding, strategy process repre-
sents a sequential, rational, and analytical activity in which managers must analyze both their
external and their internal environments. Strategy is then the alignment of internal strengths
or weaknesses with external opportunities or threats. Other research takes a somewhat mech-
anistic perspective thereby totally ignoring the salient role of individuals within this process.
Despite the untenability of some of the normative assumptions of the classical models, this
perspective still accounts for a large amount of research output. The descriptive nature of
some recent research, however, has displayed a more realistic view of this perspective.

In contrast, the cognitive perspective acknowledges the bounded rationality of individu-
als. Interest in this theoretical approach has dramatically increased in the past, reflected in
the growing number of journal articles (for a review, see Walsh, 1995) and several special
issues dedicated to cognitive themes (e.g., Journal of Management Studies, July 1989, May
1992, November 1997; Organization Science, August 1994). Building on insights of cogni-
tive psychology, this perspective explores the determinants and consequences of cognitive
models. It is the merit of this perspective to point to the path dependency of decision making.
Decisions are no longer the result of rational considerations but reflect the cognitive model
of the decision maker that was developed over time and is subject to change. Thus, the cog-
nitive perspective of strategy process emphasizes the context-specific nature of decisions and
provides a basis to explain individual and, by that, organizational behavior.

Closely related is the upper-echelon perspective. Building on Hambrick and Mason
(1984), research in this perspective has attempted to understand the role of top executives in
strategic choice, organizational design, and performance (Finkelstein & Hambrick, 1996).
Due to their access to organizational resources, top executives’ decisions are seen as espe-
cially important for organizational outcomes. In contrast to the deterministic view of the
rational-mechanistic perspective, however, this perspective considers the fact that decisions
depend on the prior processes of perception and evaluation, which, in turn, may well have
other important referents apart from purely economic ones (Child, 1972). Thus, the upper-
echelon perspective integrates cognitive as well as behavioral research to explain the behav-
ior of organizations through the behavior of their top executives.

The burgeoning literature of the middle-management perspective (Floyd & Wooldridge,
1992, 1994, 1997), in contrast, argues that organizational outcomes are heavily influenced
by what happens in the middle of organizations rather than at the top. Middle managers are seen
as key strategic actors, participating in the thinking and doing of an organization’s strategy.
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Due to their vicinity to the market, middle managers know which strategic issues require
attention. Thus, middle managers use their upward influence to champion issues and com-
municate information (Dutton & Ashford, 1993). Moreover, middle managers play a pivotal
role in strategy implementation. Due to their intermediate position between the top execu-
tives and frontline managers, middle managers exert downward influence through interpret-
ing and translating strategy into action.

The organic perspective adds a view of strategy process as dialectic, involving rational-
ization and structuring through upper-echelon and strategic initiatives of lower levels within
the organization (Farjoun, 2002). Inherent in these models is that history matters. They seek
to explain an organization’s success and failure by looking at historical developments,
thereby observing the pace and path of change (Barnett & Burgelman, 1996). Thus, this per-
spective has shifted the focus from strategic choice to strategic change, highlighting the
interaction and multiple and mutual influences on the strategy process. Based on numerous
in-depth longitudinal case studies, this research has provided a more dynamic and eclectic
view of strategy processes and uncovered the messy side of reality.

Many institutional indications attest the relevance of the micro perspective. In addition to
conference tracks and a special journal issue (Journal of Management Studies, January 2003),
we are even witnessing the growth of an online community dedicated to this perspective
(http://www.strategy-as-practice.org). Based on the assumption that value lies increasingly
in the micro activities of organizational members, this perspective conceptualizes strategy as
a social action (Whittington, 1996). Thus, it endeavors to understand the myriad micro activ-
ities that make up strategy and strategizing in practice (Johnson, Melin, & Whittington,
2003) and uncovers what the various actors involved in the strategy process really do and
what techniques and tools they use. Consequently, the micro perspective is concerned with
the effectiveness of strategists rather than organizations, the work of strategists, and how
strategists learn to do it.

All of the perspectives mentioned are noteworthy for their valuable contribution. Building
on varying base disciplines and underlying assumptions, each perspective offers somewhat
different insights into the strategy-process phenomenon. However, to further stimulate accu-
mulation of knowledge, it seems to be time to move the perspectives closer together and to
urge cross-fertilization between different perspectives.

Suggestions for Future Research

Over the years, strategy-process research has produced an incredibly vast body of litera-
ture. However, there is certainly no lack of process topics deserving future research atten-
tion. Hence, we have identified several underexplored fields in strategy-process research that
we believe deserve particular attention. Thus, we first outline the pressing issues that we con-
sider to have high value potential within each research stream and box and indicate what we
think would be the most promising perspective(s) to do so. These research opportunities are
summarized in Table 4. Second, we discuss high-potential research opportunities that cut
across streams and perspectives.
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Research Opportunities Within Each Stream

Antecedents’ influence on strategy processes. Findings agree that issue characteristics
play an important role in strategy processes. However, issues remain largely anonymous to
date. A logical new frontier for research is therefore to quarry out of this anonymity. Taking
a rational-mechanistic perspective, research is needed to explore how strategic issues can be
characterized and how those characteristics are shaped by context. In a first step, it would
thus be useful to develop and agree on a multidimensional construct of strategic-issue char-
acteristics. For instance, what dimensions can be used to objectively describe strategic
issues? At this point, individual perception should not yet be considered. To extend this
research, it would be interesting in a second step to explore the contextual forces that act on
issue characteristics. Do environmental or organizational elements exert influence on the
same issue characteristics?

Using the same perspective, future research should also address implementation issues.
To date, almost all extant studies in this research stream are concerned with the effects of
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Antecedents' influence
on strategy processes

Antecedents' influence
on outcomes

Strategy processes'
influence on strategy
processes

Strategy processes'
influence on outcomes 

Strategists' context

Strategy process

RM
RM

COG, UE

RM

All
COG, UE, MM
RM

ORG, UE

COG, UE 

COG, MIC

RM

RM
COG, MIC

ORG
ORG, MIC

Explore the effects of antecedents on issue characteristics
Discover if and how antecedents influence strategy

implementation
Studies that research the influence of antecedents on cognitive

context
Determine the role of antecedents in the development of

dynamic organizational characteristics
Use configurational constructs
Link personal characteristics to issue characteristics
Study the relationship between implementation characteristics

and outcomes
Explore the characteristics of decisions made ex post to

implementation
Extend research on personal characteristics beyond the effect

on strategic context
Explore the effect of personality in contrast to governance on

outcomes
Conduct studies on the effect of implementation on

performance
Uncover issue-specific, best-practice strategy processes
Develop and provide tools and techniques to encounter

cognitive biases
Conduct studies involving larger number of studies
Operationalize key constructs

Table 4
Research Opportunities Within Each Research Stream and Box

Research Stream Perspective Opportunities

Note: RM = rational mechanistic; COG = cognitive; UE = upper echelon; MM = middle management; MIC = micro;
ORG = organic.



antecedents on strategy-formulation characteristics. Comparable studies dealing with strategy-
implementation issues are still missing. Traditional formulation characteristics, however,
such as rationality or comprehensiveness are suitable to only a limited extent for implemen-
tation issues. Thus, we need research to develop specific implementation characteristics.
Such characteristics could, for instance, include assigned priority and resource involvement.
Subsequent studies should then explore the contextual effects on this new set of characteris-
tics. Among others, it would be useful to learn what contextual elements are the main drivers
of the level of resource involvement. Applying longitudinal research studies could show
whether and how implementation characteristics change due to changing contextual factors,
thereby providing a dynamic view of strategy implementation.

Also, this research stream would benefit from more research on the contextual influence
on the strategist. Longitudinal studies in the tradition of the cognitive and upper-echelon per-
spectives are needed that uncover how the cognitive models of the strategists develop
because of environmental and organizational changes. For instance, how do those models
change when the institutional environment is substantially changed, as in the case of China
and the former Eastern bloc countries? Moreover, research including different organizational
settings could help to shed light on the organization’s influence on the strategist. Does a
strategist’s cognitive model change with an organization’s life cycle? Does it change with the
organization’s size? Then again, what happens in case the cognitive model does not adapt?
What are the effects of cognitive model rigidity? Thus, future work should try to build a
model that links major contextual factors to the cognitive models of strategists, thereby
exploring the main drivers of model adaptation and rigidity.

Antecedents’ influence on outcomes. One promising area for further inquiry is that of the
interrelationship between contextual factors and dynamic organizational characteristics.
For instance, future studies should explore whether and how organizational culture is
affected through context. As a system of shared meaning (Shrivastava, 1985; Smircich,
1983), organizational culture is a critical variable for effective strategy processes. Thus, in
a rational-mechanistic perspective, it would be interesting to know to what degree organi-
zational culture is determined by contextual factors as opposed to the personal factors of
the people involved. In this regard, it would also be useful to learn about the most influen-
tial antecedents. Do organizations with similar strategic orientation exhibit a similar orga-
nizational culture? Do organizations within similar environments also exhibit a similar
organizational culture? Understanding the interrelationship between contextual factors
and organizational culture may enable us to further understand strategic choices made by
organizations.

There is also a need for studies using configurational approaches across all perspectives.
Contradictory findings, for instance, with regard to centralization on performance, raise
doubts that the mere presence of specific variables is enough to explain differences in per-
formance. Rather, it seems to be time to consolidate past insights from contingency theory.
As suggested by Miller (1988) and Meyer, Tsui, and Hinings (1993), among others, config-
urational frameworks synthesizing strategic, organizational, and environmental characteris-
tics should be used to explain organizational performance. Reality is too complex to be
explained by simple bivariate relationships. In contrast, incorporating configurational frame-
works in empirical research could increase the variance explained.
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Strategy processes’ influence on strategy processes. A logical new frontier to research in
this stream is to use the cognitive, upper-echelon, and middle-management perspectives to
explore the interrelationship between the strategists and the issue characteristics. After all,
decisions are not made based on objective but perceived characteristics. The ultimate objec-
tive of such research, therefore, should be to predict how strategists perceive specific issues
based on the strategists’ static, personal, and cognitive context. Combined with the frame-
work of objective issue characteristics outlined above, such research would contribute to the
effort to integrate strategy-content and -process research. It would also be useful to learn how
different decision issues such as internationalization, diversification, or acquisition are likely
to be perceived by members of either the TMT or the middle management. To extend
this approach, it would be interesting to see if different decision issues account for different
strategy-process characteristics.

Although researchers have extensively explored strategy formulation, little attention has
focused on the implementation side. This is odd because a decision without respective imple-
mentation is unlikely to have any effect. At this point, we see future research in the rational-
mechanistic perspective to be twofold.

First, research needs to link implementation characteristics to outcomes. This kind of
research will offer insights that are extremely valuable to both academics and practitioners.
For example, research could uncover whether there is an optimal level of resource commit-
ment to implementation. Moreover, how should implementation be organized? Are project
designs more effective than other forms of implementation? After countless formulation tax-
onomies, it is time to move on and develop such taxonomies for implementation issues.

Second, studies need to establish a link between formulation and implementation.
Therefore, we need research to develop criteria to measure the success of a decision based
on its implementation and adoption. This will allow us to answer questions such as the fol-
lowing: Do strategy formulation characteristics matter with regard to strategy implementa-
tion? Do different strategy-formulation styles affect strategy implementation? Is strategy
implementation responsible for the discrepancy between intended and realized strategy? At
the end of this research, we should be able to give recommendations with regard to what
combination of formulation and implementation characteristics will provide the best results.

As Burgelman (1983a, 1983b) has shown, implementation sometimes precedes formulation—
that is, formal decision making by the top management. However, to date, we know little
about such autonomous strategic initiatives. To build on this organic perspective, it would be
useful to examine the specific characteristics of such strategic initiatives. Also, from an
upper-echelon perspective, it would be interesting to learn what the crucial factors are that
prompt top managers to rationalize and justify those initiatives ex post? What happens to
strategic initiatives when top management declines acceptance? What are the organizational
consequences?

Strategy processes’ influence on outcomes. The recent trend to apply the cognitive and
upper-echelon perspectives to examine the influence of personal characteristics on outcomes
should be extended. A promising area for further inquiry is that of organizational character-
istics. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the ego of the strategist can be as important as eco-
nomic arguments in strategic decision making. Consequently, studies are needed that explore
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whether and what personal characteristics account, for example, for different organizational
structures. Does hypercore self-evaluation of strategists (Hiller & Hambrick, 2005) lead to
the creation of centralized organizations? Does megalomania account for economically
absurd mergers and acquisitions? It remains to future research to clarify the impact of per-
sonal characteristics on organizational characteristics.

In addition, applying the cognitive and micro perspectives, future research should try to
explore the effect of personality in contrast to governance on process outcomes. For instance,
how are strategists motivated in their day-to-day activities? What are the contextual elements
that affect motivation and commitment and thus have a direct impact on process outcomes?
In this regard, it would be interesting to learn whether an outstanding personality is more
appropriate for unleashing motivation and commitment than are reward systems.

In addition, once well-grounded conceptualizations of implementation characteristics are
developed, researchers should examine the link to performance. For example, it may be
interesting to know what effect implementation speed has in dynamic environments. Fast
decision making was found to be positively related to performance in such environments
(Eisenhardt, 1989). Fast and rigid implementation, however, may result in ignoring major
changes in the environment during the tedious implementation of strategic projects. Does
this, in turn, mean that slow and flexible implementation is to be favored in dynamic envi-
ronments? Moreover, such research, taking the rational-mechanistic perspective, could help
uncover successful configurations of implementation characteristics and would thus be
extremely valuable for practitioners.

Traditionally, process research has linked process characteristics, whereas content
research has linked different issues to outcomes. It is time, however, to break new ground.
Combining process and content research could lead to exploring best practices for strategy-
process–issue combinations. Therefore, building on a sound framework of issue characteris-
tics, studies need to explore strategy processes dealing with comparable issues. Linking
those strategy-process–issue combinations to outcomes such as performance may allow us
to uncover superior strategy processes for different issues. In this regard, it would be inter-
esting to learn whether there are best-practice strategy processes, for example, for issues
such as diversification or internationalization. Thereafter, such development of normative
theory could inductively lead to more interesting research questions worthy of inquiry.

Strategists’ characteristics. The strategy-process literature has developed an extensive list
of cognitive simplification processes (e.g., Schwenk, 1984). According to this, strategists are
subject to various biases during decision making such as framing bias, illusion of control, or
reasoning by analogy. Although knowledge of such biases may help to understand specific
behavior, it provides only limited help to overcome such biases. Thus, more studies compa-
rable to those offered by Hodgkinson, Bown, Maule, Glaister, and Pearman (1999) or Wright
and Goodwin (2002) are needed that provide insights into how strategists can overcome such
biases. The ultimate goal of such research should be to provide intervention techniques and
tools than can be applied by strategists during decision making. For instance, what tools can
strategists use to encounter the framing bias? What techniques may be appropriate for group
decision making? To provide such techniques and tools would mean to increase the relevance
of strategy research for practitioners.
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Strategy process. Several studies such as those by Burgelman (1996), Lovas and Ghoshal
(2000), and Montealegre (2002) have provided us with profound insights into the actual
strategy process in organizations, thereby offering an organic perspective. Descriptive gen-
eralizations based on a single case, however, need to be treated with caution. Thus, what is
needed are multiple-case design studies. With regard to practicability, such studies should
concentrate on specific aspects of the strategy process. It may also be useful to try to
operationalize key constructs. For instance, what lies behind such key constructs as strategic
context (Burgelman, 1983a)? What measures do middle managers take to provide such a
strategic context?

Research Opportunities Across Streams

Strategic agenda building and initiation of strategy processes. A vast body of literature
exists, exploring contextual effects like environmental, organizational, or TMT characteris-
tics on strategy processes and the impact of strategy-process characteristics on outcomes.
However, we found that most studies were concerned with the phase of decision making,
thereby confirming the popular view that strategic decision making is central to strategy-
process research (Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992). Thus, an implicit assumption underlying
this research is that the decision object is already specified—that is, how to find the best
solution for a given issue has been explored. Existing concepts in strategy-process research
do not raise the question of how an issue gains decision makers’ attention (Dutton, 1988). It
is evident, however, that what decision makers do depends on what issues their attention is
drawn toward (Hambrick, 1981; Ocasio, 1997). In other words, current research falls short
in addressing the question of how decision makers decide on what to decide and how deci-
sion makers’ attention is channeled and distributed within an organization. In the words of
Kingdon (1993, p. 40), “we’re talking, here, not about how issues get decided, nor about how
decisions are implemented and what impacts they have, but rather how issues come to be
issues in the first place.”

Due to the implicit assumption of a predefined decision object, research on strategic deci-
sion making is not suited to answering the question of how issues come to be issues for an
organization. However, we strongly believe that strategy-process research would greatly
benefit from exploring this question. We see the necessity to integrate multiple perspectives
such as TMT, middle management, and micro perspectives to ensure a complete under-
standing of the organizational agenda setting and initiation of strategy-process phenomena.
Addressing questions such as, Why do firms attend to some issues but not to others? Why
do issues get attention in some firms but not in others? How do firms determine when, why,
and how to respond to issues? What role does a strategic agenda play within this process?
What are the forces that shape a firm’s strategic agenda? and How are strategy processes ini-
tiated once an issue is placed on a firm’s strategic agenda? could help us in explaining one
of the fundamental issues in strategy: how firms behave (Dutton, 1988, 1997; Ocasio, 1997).
Moreover, this kind of research would contribute to the much-claimed integration of strategy-
process and -content research. We may learn from this inquiry what forces restrict the possible
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set of issues that are relevant for an organization. Thus, what issues are ex ante excluded?
Why are those issues excluded?

Strategy process as dynamic capability. The concept of dynamic capabilities, defined as
“the firm’s ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external competences”
(Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997, p. 516), has received broad recognition among strategy-
content researchers. In contrast, process research has hardly witnessed any application of this
concept. This is odd because we believe that this is at the heart of strategy processes.
Strategic decisions are made to address changing environments, thereby altering the resource
base of an organization. However, in recent years, the relevance of physical and financial
resources has decreased in favor of intangible resources such as know-how, intellectual
assets, and competencies.

Thus, in today’s knowledge economy, the long-term success of an organization is increas-
ingly based on knowledge accumulation and sharing. Skills, personality, and character of
organizational members and the informal networks and practices linking those together are
becoming increasingly important. Thus, we believe that strategy processes that are designed
to leverage the potential of the human capital accumulated within an organization are the key
for competitive advantage. In other words, effective strategy processes are one kind of
dynamic capabilities. Key issues for future research, therefore, include how strategy processes
should be designed to leverage human capital—that is, what are the basic conditions of such
a process? For instance, who should be involved in strategic decisions, how should these be
communicated, and how should reward systems be designed? If organizational members are
expected to share their knowledge to display a high level of cooperation and commitment to
strategy formulation and implementation, they have to feel that they are being treated fairly.
Only then will organizational members support strategic decisions, even if these decisions
affect them negatively. It remains for future research, however, to develop and empirically val-
idate such a strategic-process construct. Research is needed that explores the broader context
of strategic decision making. For instance, what is the role of the strategist, and what activi-
ties do they perform after the decision was made? The value of such a construct is largely
based on the fact that it is—as far as possible—uncoupled from the actual strategic issue.
Thus, such a construct could be readily applied to changing conditions and issues.

Implications for Managerial Practice

Three insights derived from research on strategy processes may be of particular interest
to practicing managers and can directly be incorporated into managerial practice. First, top
managers have to acknowledge the organic nature of strategy processes. Examples such as
Intel have shown that initiatives stemming from lower levels of the organization can be the
source of future success. Thus, top managers should mindfully watch initiatives developing
within their organizations. Moreover, they may even encourage their employees to think
about new strategic opportunities by providing an environment where such activities are
encouraged rather than penalized.
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Second, managers have to consider the importance of cognitive processes in strategy
processes. On one hand, managers need to be aware of their own cognitive biases. This
knowledge may help them to consciously take measures to overcome such biases. On the
other hand, insights provided by the cognitive and upper-echelon perspectives suggest that it
may be useful to analyze competitors’ TMTs with regard to their cultural, educational, and
functional backgrounds. In doing so, managers may be able to somewhat understand and
predict strategic moves of competitors.

Third, managers can leverage strategy processes through adequate design. Numerous
studies have highlighted the exposed position of the individuals involved in the process. It is,
therefore, the challenge of managers to design strategy processes in a way that people are
willing to devote their full potential to the process. Although designing and implementing
such a process may not be an easy task, its outcomes will more than justify the efforts.

Conclusion

We opened the article asking whether strategy-process research is in a crisis. Concluding
the article, we are sure that it is not. Given the vast body of literature dedicated to strategy-
process research, any claim of completeness would be clearly foolhardy. However, using a
structured approach to identify literature and integrating 227 studies into our review, we do
feel confident that our review is representative for the current state and progress of the field.
Hence, our review shows that strategy-process research has achieved substantial progress.
Building on past theoretical and empirical work and seizing on suggestions provided by for-
mer reviews, the field has developed into its present state. The current intellectual landscape
can be described along six perspectives: rational mechanistic, cognitive, upper echelon, mid-
dle management, organic, and micro. Although this multitude of perspectives certainly
increases complexity, it nevertheless ensures a more thorough understanding of strategy-
process issues than a single perspective could ever provide.

Future research should be directed to further develop insights within each perspective.
Moreover, although integration of different perspectives may not be feasible, cross-fertilization
of perspectives should be aimed for. Thus, we hope that the review provided in this article
and the areas identified for future research will enable researchers to build on existing lit-
erature more meaningfully and will advance our understanding of strategy processes.
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