
CRAFTING STRATEGY

The rationalist approach to strategizing emphasizes analytical and conver-
gent thinking. Without denying the importance of this approach, this book 
argues that strategists must learn to complement it with a more creative 
approach to strategizing that emphasizes synthetic and divergent ways of 
thinking. The theoretical underpinnings of this approach include embodied 
realism, interpretivism, practice theory, theory of play, design thinking, as 
well as discursive approaches such as metaphorical analysis, narrative ana-
lysis, dialogical analysis and hermeneutics. The book includes in-depth dis-
cussions of these theories and shows how they can be put into practice by 
presenting detailed analyses of embodied metaphors built by groups of agents 
with step-by-step explanations of how this process can be implemented and 
facilitated. The link between theory and practice is further supported by 
the inclusion of several vignettes that describe how this approach has been 
successfully employed in a number of organizations, including BASF and 
UNICEF.
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Figure 1 Outline of the structure of the book.
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xv

Over the years, we have felt that whereas the technologies and ana-
lytical frameworks of strategic planning have been highly developed 
and refined over time, the complementary, creative, exploratory 
processes of strategic thinking remain fragmented, under-specified 
and under-employed by organizations. Strategic planning, through 
its employment of matrices, frameworks, graphs, numbers, and other 
complexity-reducing devices, engages a rational, objective, structured, 
analytical, convergent mindset and associated practices that many 
organizational members consider abstract and distant from their daily 
work. Further, strategy development in most organizations has been 
dominated by routinized processes of strategic planning as well as 
structured, functionally oriented managerial debates without an obvi-
ous or explicit component of creative strategizing.

Strategic thinking on the other hand, through its engagement of 
art, the body, role-playing, and reflective dialogue that seek to surface 
and explore systemic and holistic perspectives on management chal-
lenges, engages a creative, divergent, and synthetic mindset. In our 
experience this type of strategizing is often a useful way to achieve 
direct involvement in, and engagement with, strategizing processes as 
well as highlighting sensitive organizational and strategic issues that 
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conventional planning may not readily be able to. Strategizing proc-
esses here are energizing, memorable, and colorful. Practices of syn-
thetic, divergent thinking however have largely remained the domain 
of creativity gurus without a sound theoretical basis, and no credible 
linkages with organizational strategizing processes. Both conceptu-
ally and empirically, few scholars have aimed to explore the potential 
of doing justice to the creative act of strategizing.

We have therefore two main purposes in writing this book. First, 
we aim to fill the gap of a sound conceptual basis for strategic think-
ing through crafting embodied metaphors, drawing on such theor-
etical antecedents as social constructionism, metaphorical analysis, 
anthropological discussions of play, and the philosophy of embodied 
realism. We address one mode of creative strategizing practice, the 
playful process and intervention technology of crafting embodied met-
aphors. This practice usefully and productively complements typically 
dry, conventional strategic planning processes in order to provide a 
space for reflective dialogue about an organization’s particular stra-
tegic challenges. Chapters 2 to 5 focus on theoretical antecedents.

Our second purpose is to provide applied illustrations and guide-
lines for putting these ideas into practice through in-depth analysis 
of actual workshops where the process of crafting strategy through 
embodied metaphors has been employed, and discussion of how it 
was employed. Chapters 6 to 9 focus on applications of this process. 
We address such issues as the use of embodied metaphors in organiza-
tional diagnosis, organization development, creative strategizing, as 
well as principles for effective play, how to design such interventions, 
the role of leaders and facilitators, and benefits and limitations of the 
process.

We also provide several vignettes of actual application of the 
embodied metaphors approach, to provide further examples of the 
types of objectives that may be pursued in a variety of contexts, of 
the embodied metaphors that may be constructed, and of the insights 
that may be gained through this approach.
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This is the first book to develop a robust theoretical basis for 
embodied metaphors as related to organizational processes such as 
organizational diagnosis, strategizing and organization development; 
as well as an elaborate discussion of principles guiding the applica-
tion of these frameworks. Through this book we aim to extend the 
field from a domain dominated by rationalist, convergent and con-
servative thinking towards a complementary domain of strategizing 
as a creative, divergent, synthetic process, and help legitimize robust 
study of such processes. Further, despite the integration of the fields 
of strategy and organization already well under way, there remains a 
lot to be done. This book draws on both scholarly traditions of strat-
egy and organization, and integrates them in its conceptual approach 
in extending the strategy field towards the study of more synthetic, 
exploratory processes.

The first four chapters of the book give an introduction to the 
crafting of strategy through embodied metaphors, and outline the 
main theoretical antecedents of this process. In Chapter 1, entitled 
“Strategizing out of the box,” we suggest that to develop and sustain 
competitive advantage, strategists need to have ways to help them see 
things anew; to move beyond rationalist, analytical and convergent 
thinking and to engage in creative, synthetic and divergent thinking, 
through processes such as the playful crafting of embodied metaphors. 
We discuss how this strategizing process differs from conventional 
strategizing by employing the key stages of design thinking as a way 
to juxtapose the two modes of strategizing practices. We then briefly 
outline the process of crafting embodied metaphors as a playful prac-
tice, a discussion we extend in the very final chapter, where we discuss 
ways that this strategizing process can be effectively implemented.

In Chapter 2, entitled “Metaphor and embodied realism,” we move 
to discuss the key theoretical antecedents of the process of crafting 
embodied metaphors, primarily in terms of the two domains of meta-
phor and embodied realism. We address metaphor as a creative force, 
in the context of an evolution from the cognitive/semantic dimension, 
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to the spatial dimension and finally the embodied dimension. Given 
that crafting strategy through embodied metaphors has in practice 
taken place in the context of organization development interven-
tions, we then discuss the theoretical development of metaphor in 
this context. We finally address the paradigm of embodied realism in 
relation to social constructionism, in order to more clearly position 
embodied realism in prevailing literature and to highlight its poten-
tial contributions.

In Chapter 3, entitled “Analyzing embodied metaphors as an inter-
pretive, hermeneutic endeavor,” we continue discussing the theoret-
ical antecedents of our approach, by outlining some basic conceptual 
orientations and analytical directions suggested by interpretive theory 
and hermeneutics which have informed how we conceptualize and 
analyze embodied metaphors in our work. These orientations include 
the concern with verstehen, the inseparability of action and structure, 
and the multiplicity, contextuality and historicity of meaning. We 
address and expand on these and other considerations and how they 
relate to the interpretation of embodied metaphors.

These theoretical antecedents form the backdrop for subsequent 
discussion in Chapter 4, entitled “Crafting strategy as a practice of 
embodied recursive enactment.” By exploring Henry Mintzberg’s 
famous “crafting strategy” metaphor literally, we highlight here the 
relevance of the hand–mind connection for epistemic developments 
and achievements. Situating the discussion within the practice turn 
in strategy, we discuss how integrating three foundational perspec-
tives, namely physiological, psychological and social constructionist 
ones, lead us to conceptualize crafting strategy as embodied recursive 
enactment.

In Chapter 5, entitled “Play, analogical reasoning and dialogue 
in the crafting of strategy,” we build on earlier discussions and con-
textualize the concept of crafting strategy further by exploring three 
social practices that are crucial to crafting strategy as embodied 
recursive enactment. We first explore the concept of play as a human 
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capacity that in our context consists mainly in a relaxation of rational 
intentionality and the manipulation of objects in order to discover 
new insights. Secondly, and in terms of the cognitive/psychological 
dimension, we explore the human capacity of analogical reasoning, 
in our case through physical analogs. Thirdly, and in terms of the 
communicative dimension, we discuss the concept of dialogue as a 
specific communicative mode that allows for reflective as well as gen-
erative meaning negotiation. We illustrate each of these practices 
with brief applied examples. We then move to the latter part of the 
book (Chapters 6 to 9), which addresses applications of the concept of 
crafting strategy through embodied metaphors.

In Chapter 6, entitled “Understanding organizations through 
embodied metaphors,” we operationalize the embodied metaphor 
approach in a study of three organization development workshops 
where groups of actors were engaged in constructing embodied meta-
phors, physical entities whose target domains were a participant’s task, 
their organization in its business landscape, and the identity of their 
division. Participants drew on a variety of source domains, and the 
resulting metaphors produced insights for them in terms of develop-
ing shared views of their target domains, as well as for us as researchers 
through a three-stage analytical process involving contextual under-
standing, within-case analysis and cross-case analysis. We show in 
this chapter that analysis of embodied metaphors can afford access 
to actors’ first-order conceptions of organizational dimensions, can 
reveal alternative qualities and interrelations among them, and in 
so doing poses substantial challenges to established conceptions of 
ontology and method in organization theory.

In Chapter 7, entitled “Sensemaking through embodied meta-
phors in organization development,” we suggest that an embodied 
metaphor approach complements and extends traditional deduct-
ively oriented approaches to employing metaphor in organiza-
tion development by emphasizing induced rather than naturally 
occurring metaphors, building on a developed base of diagnostic 
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technologies, enabling a collaborative effort of metaphorical selec-
tion and diagnosis, and enabling the employment of embodied 
metaphors to address specific, targeted issues of consequence to par-
ticipants. We illustrate these elements by discussing the case of a 
management retreat of a Swiss bank.

In Chapter 8, entitled “Strategy as a crafting practice,” we view 
strategy as a practice of crafting, where actors both metaphorically as 
well as literally construct their perceptions of strategic issues through 
and into embodied metaphors within facilitated workshops. We illus-
trate this view by analyzing an episode of a strategy team construct-
ing an embodied metaphor of their ideal strategizing process. In this 
context we suggest that the process of constructing and interpret-
ing embodied metaphors is an effective means of intervention that 
can help managers debate specific strategic challenges in a generative 
fashion; and can also enable deeper understanding of organizational, 
divisional or task identities. We then address other important benefits 
of the process, such as the potential for shifts in the mindsets of strate-
gists and the ability to engage actors not ordinarily involved in strat-
egizing, and conclude by offering some suggestions on how to foster a 
productive process of crafting embodied metaphors.

We end the book with Chapter 9, entitled “The process of strat-
egizing through crafting embodied metaphors,” which is to a large 
extent a chapter concerned with application, and particularly how 
actors such as managers or organization development practitioners 
can implement these ideas in organizations. Here we summarize the 
benefits of the process of strategizing through embodied metaphors, 
and outline a detailed roadmap for how to implement it effectively. In 
this context, we also discuss in what situations it is more appropriate 
to use this process, and finally outline some enabling contextual con-
ditions that enhance its employment.
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