Post modern approaches to strategy

Strategy is a fascinating topic. As Lilley remarked, the basic tenets of good strategic thinking and planning aren’t that hard to grasp, and yet there are millions of words already written on this topic and more being produced every year.

Why are we all so interested in strategic processes? One answer is that strategic thinking, analysis, and planning is an account we have created (we call it a methodology or a process) to help us answer two psychologically crucial questions. How do we go on? (In other words what happens next, how do I behave?) and Who am I? (what is my identity?)

Strategy, in its own terms, is easiest to do when the world appears calm and predictable, yet it is of most importance and urgency when the world/environment appears chaotic and unpredictable, because that is often when we are least sure how to go forward. This means, as Lilley points out that, in an ever changing world, there is an irresolvable paradox in strategic thinking: we can either have a stable organisational identity (which will only be maintained by shifting strategies), or we can have stable strategies and an unstable identity. Which is one of the reasons why the strategic process is never finished.

If it is accepted that strategy is a phemonological quest, a quest for identity, then it can be seen that conversations about strategy will have an emotional content, and yet strategic talk is usually located within a framework of rational, logical decision making. The emotional content of strategy is ‘hidden’ in strategic discourse.

So, from a post modern viewpoint, strategy activity can be seen as an attempt to create an account of who we (the organisation) are and how we (the organisation) go forward in our context. These attempts connect to the emotions as well as to our reasoning powers. 

So what might this conception of strategic activity in organizations mean for organisational development practitioners? It means that we can use our postmodern understanding, and the techniques covered in this series of articles, to add value to the strategic process. We might inquire appreciatively into how strategy has been valuable in the past? We might use the domains of conversation to ‘break up’ the discussion so that the discourses of explanation, asthestics and production can be heard, we might use systemic questioning to help expose the important difference in ‘world view’ that the participants hold, and we might well want to use future search. We will work from a clear understanding that we can not establish ‘the truth’ about what the future holds, but we can work to create useful accounts that will affirm or reaffirm our identity and enable us to keep going.

Over this series of articles I have attempted to give you a flavour of what a postmodern approach to organisational development has to offer. It is not better or worse than a more modernist approach, it just extends our ability to intervene effectively to help make life as good as possible for organizations and all those who work in them.

This article was first published in Cymbal, the Central London Branch CIPD magazine. To contact CIPD click here
