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Work practices
as strategy — an
alternative to
strategy as
practice research

ithin the strategy-as-practice field an ac-
Wtivity may be viewed as ‘strategic’ “to
the extent that it is consequential for the strate-
gic outcomes, directions, survival and competi-
tive advantage of the firm, even where these
consequences are not part of an intended and
formally articulated strategy” (Jarzabkowski, Ba-
logun & Seidl 2007, 8). | argue, however, that
the classical definitions of strategy as a plan to
use resources or to position the company in the
competitive environment still dominate within
the strategy-as-practice research. Thus the dom-
inant strategy as practice research tends to focus
either on top and middle managers” actions or
on explicit strategy practices like strategy meet-
ings and workshops.

In this study | offer a new perspective on
strategy that allows one also to consider em-
ployers’” work practices as a key part of an orga-
nization’s emergent strategy. In conceptualizing
work practices as strategy | draw from the post-
structuralist approaches to practice theory, as
well as from Mintzbergian ideas of strategy as a
consistent pattern of behavior that has conse-
quences for the survival of the organization in

its competitive environment and which emerges

in the day-to-day activities of the organization.
Drawing on the post-structuralist practice based
approach, | argue that the immanent logic of
practices can be seen to produce organization-
ally relevant strategic actions. Practices are not
just what people do. They are rather socio-his-
torically constructed, embodied and habituated
tendencies that produce actions to be purpose-
ful, consistent and adaptable to constantly
changing situations.

The research site of this study is a multi-
national consulting and engineering company,
which has a long tradition and good reputation
in providing extensive engineering projects for
a specific industry. The empirical material con-
sists of (1) participant observation in the context
of a number of strategic and organizational de-
velopment programs over a period of ten years,
(2) in-depth narrative interviews of 14 project
engineers in one of the business units of the
corporation as well as 9 other interviews within
the company, and (3) numerous company docu-
ments. In analyzing the material | used critical
discourse analysis as well as semiotic analysis
to identify what the project engineers consid-
ered important, appropriate and desirable as
well as how they constructed their identities as
key organizational actors.

Based on the empirical analysis | distin-
guished the following work practices: Pushing
for Technical Solutions, Caring for Details, Pur-
suing Intimacy in Customer Relations, and Sur-
viving Alone. | argue that the inherent logic of
these work practices produces actions that are
consistent with the changing customer needs
and which result in continuous business devel-
opment in the project work context. Through
these practices customer needs are defined and
fulfilled successfully, in a way that enables the

company to survive in its competitive environ-



ment. These work practices thus produce emer-
gent strategy and provide project engineers with
particular expertise in business development.
This study makes two contributions to the
strategy-as-practice field. First, it extends the

concept of strategy practices by drawing from

post-structuralist practice theory. Second, it fo-
cuses the attention of managers as well as other
organizational members on trans-subjective
practices that guide action partly pre-reflexively
and which should therefore be taken seriously
when planning the future.





