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Strategy is generaiiy defined ‘whether’ in game, military, or :-i ¥

management theory, as a deliberate, conscious get of guide
lines developed in advance of the specific decisions to which
they apply. In common terminology, a strategy is 2 pl_a_n_. )

-1 should like to suggest that such a definition’ is both incom-

plete for the organization and nonoperational for the research- > .‘

er., It conceals from both of them one side of decisionai be-
havior in organizations that most observers wouid consider

strategic, that is, important; and by restricting the concept of 3
strategy to explicit, a priori guidelines, it forces the research- -

er to study strategy formulation as a perceptuai phenomenon,
The inevitable result is that his conclusions are reduced to
abstract, normative generalizations.

Ipropose to define strategy in general (and reaiized strat-
egy in particular) ag a pattern in a stream of decisions. In

. A few examples will clarify this deiinition. When, eariy in

his first term of office, President Nixon made & number of de-° :
cisions to iavor Southern voters (appointment of Supreme Court Ay A
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other words, when a series of decisions related to some aspect Tt
.of an organization exhibits some consistency oyer time, a strat- A
'egy will be considered to have formed. : f hsiis 1 ,‘, R
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| .- justices from the South interference with school integration
o R plans, ete.), the press quickiy coined the phrase "Southern
'} U4 strategy.!: Thelr action corresponded exactly to ours as re--
L ‘-searchers' despite no explicit statement of intent; the press
.. perceived a consistency In a stream of decisions and labeled
E it a strategy. ..To take & very different illustration, art critics -
oo geek to delineate distinct meriods" during which the work (and

the decisions about that work) of a great artist exhibits con-

'.. " gistencies in the use of form, color, and so on. Again, the pro-
.. " cedure corresponds to ours; in our terms, Picasso's !'Blue '

Period" would be called his "'blue strategy." Another illustra- '

- tion of this 1§ provided by the stream of films (and therefore

" - decisions about thoge films) made by the National Film Board
. of Canada between 1930 and 1970 on the subject of man and his
- role in soclety.. The period of 1964 to 1969, when the frequency .
.-of such films increased markedly, can by our definition be . ‘

labeled the ''sociology strategy," whether or not such a strategy

.~ . wasg consciously intended before 1964 (the evidence indicates

that it was not) or even recognized by 1969.

o .. This last example illustrates the importance ot defining o= ¥

gtrategy as we have. i It enables us to consider both sides of -
the strategy-formation coin{ strategies as intended, a primi
guldelines as well as those ag evolved, a posteriori resuits of

- decisional behavior. This is the crucial point for our research.
. Strategy may be.viewed as intended or unintended; more ex- -
- actly, the strategy-maker may formulate his strategy through
7' . aconsclous process before he makes specific decisions; or

strategy may form gradually as he makes decisions one by .-

. one. In the first case, the strategy determines subsequent de-

cisions (= iormuiation) y n the gecond, decisions converge into a

_.strategy (=formation). - e

This definition makes the concept of strategy Operationai for

. the researcher.: Research on strategy formation (not neces-
-+, sarily formulation) focuses on & tangible phenomenon — the de-

.. ¢ision stream; and strategles become observed patterns in

- er to perceive A strategy (a pattern) where members of the !
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organization do not (or at least they are not fully cognizant of
it), and it requires that the researcher reject as a strategy :
any claim to one made by a manager until that claim is mani-
fested in a patterned stream of specific decisions. But both
conclusions are fully warranted, simply because, on the one
hand, organizations sometimes show themselves not fully cog-

nizant of where actions have led them and, on the other hand, -

intended strategies often are not realized. It is the conven---
tlonal definition of strategy that leads the observer to incon-.
sistencies, not this one. . e ke
- Now, by referring to the usual definition as intended strat-
egy, we can begin to look at the interesting relationships be- ' -
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tween intended strategies and realized ones, that is, between.:

what management articulates in advance as its proposed deci-
sional behavior and what it actually ends up doing. In theory,
we can delineate three different results: (1) intended strategies
that get realized, which we can call deliberate strategies; .
(2) intended strategies that do not get realized, which we can
call unrealized strategies; and (3) realized strategies that were

never intended, which we can call retroactive strategies (in the :
senge that the organization wakes up to find itself with a strat-

egy): VAR

~ What I should like to do in this paper is outline some findings

- of a research project in which we are tracing decisional be-

havior in organizations across periods of twenty years or more
in order to analyze the evolution and changing of their strat-

egies. Thus far we have completed four major studies — of a

~ magazine, an automobile company, a gpv’c‘a:pn’ment'-ﬂlm agency,
and a national government involved in a foreign war — and many

~other, smaller studies. The methodology is outlined in the ap- . .
pendix to this paper. Below I summarize in point form some of -

the findings to date concerning strategy formulation as an eyo-
lutional process.* SN B ST AT RO

- | P S X .' ‘ | ,".1.-.;"7;'1.:'.:: XFEAS
_ *See also H. Mintzberg "Patterns in Strategy Formation" .+~
(working paper, IAE, Aix en Provence, France, March 1976); and

* "Strategy Formation in an Adhocracy" (working paper, McGill
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: 1, Our study reveals eVidencé of deliberate, retroactive,
‘and unrealized strategles; but most interesting is the inter-
play among these three: For example, the development of a"

" new strategy often involves elements of both deliberate and

pretroactive strategies. In effect, faced with the breakdown of

its traditional strategy, the organization often does not - in-
~ deed cannot — simply formulate a new one at once in a process
akin to that described in the strategic-planning literature. :
 Rather, it must engage in a learning process with its environ-
ment., Only by making individual decisions and getting feed-

" : pack on them can it find out what is appropriate.’ Gradually .

the organization converges on a theme that works, and a strat-
egy (that ié, a consistent pattern of decisions) emerges.

... Of course, there are times when 2 strategy-maker does set

 out with a new intended strategy (perhaps one he has held in
‘memory, waiting for the right moment). But even then he often

- finds that he must move slowly because of bureaucratic or en-
“vironmental (e.g., market) resistance. And in so doing, he
“learns — that is, he gets feedback on his intentions, finding

AR perhaps that the organization or its environment was not quite

 what he thought it was. He therefore modifies his strategy en
~ route. The result is that he ends up with a strategy th.atjis

.- partly deliberate, partly retroactive.”

.. .- The fact that strategy formulation most often appears as a _
 learning process suggests that the common dichotomy between

nformulation" and "implementation’ is often a misleading one.
" This dichotomy suggests that managers formulate from on high,
~ and their subordinates implement down below, no feedback loop

| . joining the two. . This may work for single decisions, but it

hardly seems approprlate for many strategies (streams of de-
cisions). Canorganizations really function effectively by having
one party conceive a sct of concepts in the abstract and another set
of parties attempt to make these concepts operationalin a complex
. environment without the benefit of interaction? In reality —
. at least in the reality of effective organizations — so-called
- implementation feeds back to formulation so that implementa-

A tion becomes, in effect, a part of the formulation process. =
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2. We have found cases in which strategies have developed
in purely retroactive ways, that is, they have emerged with no
deliberate intentions and sometimes even without conscious
rcécognition. But what happens when the organization awakens
to recognition of a retroactive strategy? It may, of course, .
get rid of it. But we have noted on a number of occasions that
organizations have formalized these strategies, that is, made
them deliberate ones. In other words, what was a retréactive

strategy looking into the past became a deliberate strategy.. .
looking into the future, G by |

i

The organization recognizes and aécepts its ownimplicitbe- :

havior, Managers, too, recognize patterns in streams of de-

CiSionS. ' 1 O - 1:."“ - N %y B

We are prépared to argue that such beha'\'ric;r cail have hbfma-
live justification. In a confusing environment, such as a dark
room, we grope around. Eventually we find some behavior that

works, perhaps despite ourselves, and we pursue it consistently,

Why not formalize it? If the Audi line, among all the different
models it introduced after 1965, worked best fdrvoncs_wagen,' '

why should it not have built a new strategy around front-wheel-

drive automobiles with water-cooled engines? Here,asin ==
other cases, a series of retroactive strategies developed pe-
ripherally in the organization during a period of confusion. -
One was recognized as best and made deliberate,:: .- -

3. But we find that the formalization of a retroactive sﬁ;at- SR

egy 18 not incidental to an organization. The very fact of ex-: '

plicating an implicit strategy — of stating cleafly and unequiv-~

ocally that it is to be the deliberate strategy of the organiza-

tion — profoundly changes the attitude of the bureaucracy and : .

the environment toward that strategy. Whereas those com- | |
mitted to it were previously held back, now they are given
carte blanche to act. When President Johnson announced a .
new Vielnam strategy of direct massive intervention in 1985 —
the formalization of trends that were becoming Increasingly .«

clear since 1963 — he produced tremendous changes in the . ‘
Pentagon, opening the floodgates of escalation. . The military R pdiee
could never have pursued escalation go vigorously with the: - '

implicit (that is, retroactive) strategy, .

) - A
'A{‘, TR -’l.'.‘),&,x.‘. e | 3’ 3 N ." ’ ;

ter off keeping it implicit.
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The bureaucracy actually craves an explicit strategy., To '

'overstate its case slightly, it says to the management: "Our

business is running the operation; yours is formulgtmg the
strategy. But we need a clearly defined, intended strategy to
do our job — to buy our machines, hire our workers, standard-

ize our procedures. Strategy may be a means to you, but to us

it is an end. So please, give us a strategy — any strategy — so -

~long as it is precise and stable [and lets us grow]." The dan-
ger in this innocent statement, of course, is that the bureaucracy

runs like an elephant. The strategythat gets it mo ving maybeno -
more consequential than a mouse, but once under way, there isno

- stoppingit. The momentum of the bureaucracy takes over, happy

to have a clear strategy andnever stoppingto questionit. The
strategy-maker may awake one day — as Lyndon Johnson did

in 1968 — to find that his Intended strategy has somehowbeen im-
plemented beyond his wildest intentions. Ithasbeenoverrealized.

This casts doubt on another popular prescription in the tra-

‘ditional literature, namely, "Make your strategy explicit."

Clearly, under some conditions this constitutes naive and dan-

gerous advice indeed. The very fact of making a strategy ex-

plicit — even an implicit one that is evident to all — provides
a clear and formal invitation to the bureaucracy to run with it,

. for better and for worse. The strategist still engaged in a :
Jearning process, perhaps unable to think through the full ram-

ifications of a strategy in a dynamic environment, may be bet-

" 4, This last point raises the notion that the process of strat-
egy formulation may be thought of as the interplay among three
basic forces; (1) an environment that changes continuously but
irregularly, with frequent discontinuities and wide swings in
the rate of change; (2) an organizational operation system, or
bureaucracy, which above all seeks to stabilize its actions,
despite the characteristics of the environment it serves; and
(3) a leadership whose role is to mediate between these two

forces to maintain the stability of the organization's operating

) - system while at the same time adapting it to environmental . -

change, Strategy can then be viewed as the set of consistent -
behaviors by which the organization establishes for a time its
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- place in its environment; strategic change can be viewed as thé
organization's response to environmental change, constrained

by the momentum of the bureaucracy and accelerated or damp-

ened by the leadership. Our studies indicate that the relative

“influence of these three sets of forces varies considerably:

among organizations, - oot s e,
In organizations with heavy bureaucracies, e.g., an automo-

" bile company or a military establishment, once a strategy gets

~under way, it becomes exceedingly difficult to change. Indeed,

we find that the leadership, rather than mediating between the
environment and the bureaucracy, often becomes a part of the

" bureaucratic momentum. Only the environment is left to induce
change, and that happens only when the environment has changed
so radically that the organization faces a massive threat of : «
failure. | ) of dirde (O Pt Lt )
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Much of the bureaucratic momentum can be traced to techno- .

- logical and economic factors, notably the heavy investment in
plant and equipment associated with a given strategy. But what
happens when we remove thege factors? ‘We-'can see the result

~ in our study of a small magazine with a miniscule permanent :
gtaff and with printing done by contract. Here we found that the
leadership emerged as the most aggressive force among the
three, since it was unconstrained by a bureaucracy. (Of course,
magazines attract pro-active leaders, people with something to

'say,) On one occasion the magazine we studied in fact made -
a dramatic change in every aspect of its strategy literally from
‘one issue to the next, ' ATl L oy (B ORI LD I PUPRSL 10

" And yet, during most of the period of this study, too, there

wag considerable momentum in strategy formulation, Why? = -

In this case the environment was often the constraining force.
Indeed, the global change mentioned above almost led to bank-
ruptcy — the strategy could be changed quickly, but the leader
ship could not. |  §28 Sl KR il | g
- Moreover, there is another kind of bureaucratic momentum
‘In all organizations, a momentum that i8' paychological in na- |

ture. The older and more successful a strategy, the harder it

Rl B |
'.s ‘:“" '. : '-.

|

is to change, And when a strategy 1s both original and tightly R .
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ik -integrated (what wé call 2 Gestalt strategy, as in the case of

Volkswagen in the 19508), it becomes even more difficult to ..
change.  The feature of originality means that the Gestalt
strategy deposits the organization in a niche, a corner of the
environment reserved for itself, If well chosen, that strategy
can protect the organization from attack for a period of time.
This is exactly what happened to Volkswagen, which was rela- |
tively free from competition through the 1950s. But the fea-

~ ture of tight integration makes a Gestalt strategy difficult to
" . change.: The changing of a single dimension may cause disin-
" tegration of the whole strategy.' This, too, became clear vyhep
. Volkswagen had to change in the 1960s. It responded to/a -

changed environment by alternately doing nothing, grafting a

new plece onto its old strategy without making any fundamenta;

change in it, and then, finally, groping awkwardly for a new .

strategy. e | | | ' '
5. A few words on Gestalt strategies are in order, since k

-they seem to appear frequently in organizations.

First, they seem to develop at one point in time, generally
when the organization is founded. One could conclude that their
integrated nature makes them difficult to achieve in ongoing
organizations, with already established strategies and bureau-
cratic momentum. ' A key unanswered question is how ongoing

~ organizations can generate new Gestalt strategies.
Second, Gestalt strategies seem to be associated with single,

" powerful leaders. Perhaps such a gophisticated integration can

" be effected only in one mind. The-development of a Gestalt
strategy requires innovative thinking (because of its unique na-

" ture), rooted in synthesis rather than in analysis (because of
its integrated nature and the requirement that its formulator.

perceive an integrated pattern by which the organization can
interpret a complex environment), Thus, we are led to hy-

" pothesize tentatively that Gestalt strategies are the products

. of single brains, and appear only in organizations with a strong

leadership.” It 1s difficult to Imagine one coming out of a de-

) centralized organization, unless all the decision-makers follow

the conceptual lead of one creatiye individual. Nor can oné be .
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imagined resulting from a formal management science or plan- |
ning process per se, these being essentially analytic rather .

than synthetic. (This is not to say that a creative synthesizer-
cannot parade under the title of planner or management sci- -
~entist.) We hypothesize, then, that formal planning will nor- -
mally lead to what might be called mainline strategies — typ-

ical and obvious ones for the organization to adopt (perhaps '

because the environment suggests it, or the competitors are .
doingit) - ‘ g b ' ot ‘.z,-.a.‘:-. i“’c.?‘i'.z‘,.'-:. I YRR e

- 6.. Finally, let us look at patterns in strategic change. There
is no need to dwell on the point that strategy formation fsnota

regular, nicely sequenced process running on a standard five-
year schedule, or whatever.: An organization may find itself
“in a stable environment for years, sometimes for decades,:

- with no need to reassess an appropriate strategy. . Then, sud-
denly, the environment can become so turbulent that even the
very best planning techniques are of nouse, because of the im-

. possibility of predicting the kind of stability that will eventually

emerge. (What kind of strategic plan was Secretary of State
Dulles to carry in his briefcase to the 1954 Indochina Confer-
~ence in Geneva?) In response to this kind of environment, =

patterns of strategic change are never steady, but rather bumpy
and ad hoc, with a complex intermingling of periods of continu-

ity, change flux, limbo, and so on, ' AT U AR Y
But this should not lead to the conclusion that patterns may
not exist. Indeed, if we are to make headway in this area, we

- must find consistencies that will enable organizations to better .

“‘understand their strategic situations, Thus, the prime thrust
of our research has been to identify patterns of strategic

change, LY B T G R B B B i

Our studies offer evidence of two main patterns one super- .
~imposed on the other., The first is the life cycle of an overall
strategy — its conception, development, decay, and death.: The

detalls differ — notably the way in which the organization copes

‘
.
m
- y
-
.‘L «.—".
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407 change and continuity. These are found within the life cycle.

(Longer cycles could presumably be identified as well, from
one life cycle to the next. ). What this pattern suggests is that
strategies do not commonly exhibit continuous change; rather,

change takes place in spurts or distinct periods.
 Why do organizations undergo distinct periods of change

and stability? Such a pattern is consistent with human cogni-
- tion. .We react to phenomena in discrete steps, not continu-
- ously...We let stimuli build up to some threshold level; and -.
*"then we react all at once, llke a dam bursting after a heavy .
~ ..rainfall.. Also, consistent with the Cyert and March notion of

‘sequential attention to goals, the leadership of an organization
may choose to deal with the conflicting pressures for change

from the environment and for continuity from the bureaucracy
by first doing one and then doing the other. To most bureau- .
cracies — for example, the automobile assembly line — change

" ig disturbing.- So the leadership tries to concentrate the period

of disturbance, and then leave the bureaucracy alone for a time
to consolidate the change. But, of course, while the bureau-
cracy is being left alone, the environment continues to change,
go that no matter how well chosen the strategy, eventually a

- new cycle of change must be initiated.

g Conclusion- |

. We find that strategy formulation is immensely more com-

R plex than is suggested in the traditional literature. Further-

‘more, a great many of the classical prescriptions and assump-

‘ . +tions become questionable when held up to the light of em-

pirical research. .
A strategy is not a Iixed pian, nor does it changc systemat-

ically at prearranged times at the will of management, The
dichotomy between strategy formulation and strategy imple-
mentation can be a false one, because it ignores the learning

with the period of decay — but the overali pattern g often (ai-
though not always) present, .. oo i g I A TR
~, 'The gecond pattern is the cyclical one = periodic waves ol S

- process that often takes plaoe after an intended strategy is con-
- celved — indeed, the very word ""formulation" is misleading, |
since we commonly term "strategies" many congistent organi-
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zational behavior patterns that were not completely (often not
even largely) developed consciously and deliberately. -Even ;
the edict that ""'strategy follows structure" misleads, because ;
it ignores the influence that bureaucratic momentum has on.:

strategy formation; and making strategy explicit in an uncertain

environment with an aggressive bureaucracy can do great harm
to an organization, A D L et Ny,
-~ To tell management to state its goals precisely, to assess

its strengths and weaknesses, to plan systematically and "ra-
tionally," on schedule and with reams of quantitative informa-

tlon, to make strategies explicit, are at best insignificant guide-'

lines, at worst, demonstrably misleading precepts to some or-
ganizations facing confusing realities. ' 1 yigvos ok cadun,
- There is perhaps no process in organizations that is more
demanding of human cognition than strategy formulation. .. -
Clearly, we must respect its complexity and be less prone to

jump in with prescriptive panaceas and more willing to learn
from the richness of reahty 1 E RS LR BT e Al

f‘; ". ’9. ‘ .
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APPENDIX W) A e et Mg i T

The major studies of the research referred to has generally
proceeded in four steps, in the following sequence: . ‘

Step 1: Collection of basic data, All studies began with the f
development of two chronological listings oyer the whole peri-
od (generally twenty years or more) — one, of important deci-
“slons and actions by the organization, the other, of important .
events and trends in the environment, : The choices of what...
decisions and events to study and the gources of the data varied
considerably from one study to another, For example, in the | -
cage of the magazine, decisions on what articles to publish were
paramount, followed by decisions on format, price, etc.. And
the chief source, obviously, was back issues of the periodical
(an excellent record of decisional behavior). Other sources -
for these data (and data for the third step) included product .

catalogues, annual reports, newspaper clippings, books and ar- .'

ticles about the organization, interviews with current and re-

e

\i—-—/"
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tired employees, in-house reports, organizational files and .

v records, minutes of executive board meetings, congressional
‘ | hearmgs mld 80 On. .1 0 RSB AT '

.. Step 2: Inference of strategies and periods of change From
the chronology of decisions, divided into distinct strategic

-areas (for example, content, format and administration for the .:
- magazine), various strategies were inferredto representpatterns
in streams of decisions. These strategies, where possible rep-

resented in graphic form, were then compared across the en-
tire period of study (together with other data, such as sales,

- budgets, . staff, levels, and so on) in order to identify distinct

periods of change in the formation of strategy. Specifically,
the following types of periods, among others, were identified:

continuity (during which consistencies, that is, strategies al-

A ~ ready established, remained unchanged), limbo (during which

the organization hesitated to make decisions), flux (during
which no important consistencies and decision streams seemed
evident), incremental change (during which new strategies

formed gradually), plecemeal change (during which one strat-
egy changed quickly while the others remained stable), and . -

global change (during which many strategies changed quickly‘
.and in unison). - ;

Step 3: Intensive analyses of periods of change. At this

; point the analysis changed from broad perception of overall
- patterns to intensive investigation of specific periods. When

important changes in strategy were detected, a search was
undertaken for as much detail and information as possible that
would explain the change. In this we relied on in-depth reports
and, where possible, interviews with the involved strategy-

.makers. |

Step 4: Theoretical amizsi Here a report was written,

and a group then met in a series of brainstorming sessions to
generate hypotheses that would explain the findings. These .
segssions were guided by a list of open-ended questions de- .
signed to focus attention and stimulate the flow of ideas, Ques-

~ tions related both to individual periods of change and to the

overall pattern throughout.the period otstudy., Some of the

. ? o .
. . ¥ } P
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main questmns addressed, as they evolved in our discussions,
were as follows: S - nd et
— When is 2 strategy exphmtly made that controls subse- . " -
quent decisions; and when does a strategy evolve implicitlyas™
a convergence in a stream of ad hoc decisions? What is the . .-

~ interplay between these two patterns of behavior? When do in-. -

tended strategies differ from realized ones? .

- — How are different strategies related to each other (for ex-

ample, in some hierarchical fashion, around a2 common ele-:< -
ment, in some tightly integrated configuration); or are strat-

~ egies sometimes only loosely coupled or even disjointed from Tt

each other? What is the role of planning, lea.derslup, sha:ced

goals and bargaining in interrelating strategies? -

-— What influence do past decisions and strategxes have OR 7.7 <ata
subsequent ones? What kinds of decisions set precedents- and
what kinds reinforce precedents?=< = . -7 i o B 15 S Bt

— When are strategic choices made by 2 smgle md1v1dual

" and when by a process of bargaining? Under what conditions -

are formal analysis and planning used? (Indeed, what does the -
term "planning" mean in the context of strategy formulation?) . .
‘— What are the relative inflnuences of external forces (for: .

example, competition, depleted resources, economic conditions, -
natural occurrences, changes in dependency, technological: - -
breakthroughs) orgamzatmnal forces (for example, surplus RIS

- resources; structural arrangements, including the extent of = -;.:'j;,-" |
bureaucracy, changes in the internal power coalition, organi-- . . -
zational age and size, techmological system used), and Ieader- 2
- ship (new management desu-e to grow etc ) in a strateg-y AR

’ ‘ . r , ".'\- “ et .‘

formation? =i i Lk s T BTSN RISE I s et Bea Y

© ~ — How do orgamzatmns balance cha.nge vnth stabﬂxty?-pWhen' f,-.:._

- do they change. many strategies for a short-period and then con--_jg{-é
- solidate (global change); when do they change one strategyata ...
‘time (piecemeal change); and when do strategies change slowly =~ -
- (incremental change)? In what sort of sequence do penods of :

change, continuity, flux, limbo, etc., appear? .=~ |
— What overall patiern does the process of strategy forma-» ~

tion follow (for example, life cycle, series of random bumps,
steady evolution, growth-consolidation cycles); and under what

conditions is each pattern found?

. . ' °
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