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HOW MIDDLE MANAGERS CONTRIBUTE TO STRATEGY FORMATION PROCESS: CONNECTION OF STRATEGY PROCESSES AND STRATEGY PRACTICES

HOW MIDDLE MANAGERS CONTRIBUTE TO
STRATEGY FORMATION PROCESS: CONNECTION OF
STRATEGY PROCESSES AND STRATEGY PRACTICES

COMO GERENTES DE NiVEL MEDIO CONTRIBUEM PARA 0 PROCESSO DE FORMAGAO DE ESTRATEGIA: CONEXAO ENTRE PROCESSOS ESTRATEGICOS
E PRATICAS ESTRATEGICAS

COMO GERENTES DE NIVEL MEDIO CONTRIBUYEN AL PROCESO DE FORMACION DE ESTRATEGIA: CONEXION ENTRE PROCESOS ESTRATEGICOS
Y PRACTICAS ESTRATEGICAS

ABSTRACT

The role of middle management is essential when managing integrative and emergent strategy formation processes. We stand
out the importance of its role connecting micro and macro organizational level offering a very important contribution when
examining the strategy-as-practice perspective and integrative strategy formation process. The main goal of this research is to
analyse the relationship between the integrative strategy formation process and the roles of middle management under the
strategy-as-practice perspective. To check it out we adopted a qualitative methodology droving a case analysis in a Spanish
University. Data was collected by means of personal interviews with members of different levels of the Institution, documents
analysis and direct observation. In advance of some results we find out that the University develops an integrative strategy
formation process and confers to middle management an important role extended all over the organization.
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RESUMO O papel do nivel médio de administracdo é essencial quando se trata de uma gestdo com processo integrador e emergente de formacdo da
estratégia. Salientamos a importancia do papel deste nivel intermediario que deve conectar de forma ajustada o nivel micro e macro-organizacional,
oferecendo uma contribuicdo importante quando se examina a perspectiva da estratégia-como-pratica e o processo integrador de formagao da estratégia.
O principal objetivo desta pesquisa é analisar a relacao entre o processo integrador de formagdo da estratégia e os papéis do middle manager sob a
perspectiva da estratégia-como-prdtica. Adotamos uma metodologia qualitativa por meio do estudo de caso em uma Universidade espanhola. Os dados
foram coletados por meio de entrevistas em profundidade, andlise de documentos e observacao direta. Encontramos que a Universidade desenvolve
um processo integrador de formacdo da estratégia e confere ao nivel intermedidrio um importante papel que é estendido a toda a organizagao.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE Middle manager; processo-integrador-de-formagdo-da-estratégia, estratégia-como-prdtica, estudo de caso, strategizing.

RESUMEN El papel del nivel medio de administracion es esencial cuando se trata de una gestion con proceso integrador y emergente de formacion
de la estrategia. Resaltamos la importancia del papel de este nivel intermedio que debe conectar de forma precisa los niveles micro y macro-
organizacional, ofreciendo una contribucion importante cuando se examina la perspectiva de la estrategia como practica y el proceso integrador
de formacion de la estrategia. El principal objetivo de esta investigacion es analizar la relacion entre el proceso integrador de formacion de la
estrategia y los papeles del middle manager bajo la perspectiva de la estrategia como practica. Adoptamos una metodologia cualitativa a través
del estudio de caso en una universidad espanola. Los datos fueron recolectados a través de entrevistas en profundidad, andlisis de documentos y
observacion directa. Encontramos que la universidad desarrolla un proceso integrador de formacion de la estrategia y le confiere al nivel inter-
medio un importante papel que se extiende a toda la organizacion.

PALABRAS CLAVE Middle manager, proceso integrador de formacion de la estrategia, estrategia como prdctica, estudio de caso, strategizing.
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INTRODUCTION

The change and the growing dynamism of the environ-
ment lead organizations to a strategy formation process
requiring the involvement of all the organization hier-
archical levels forcing the evolution of the top-down
perspective towards a more bottom-up one —considered
under a microorganizational perspective that sets the
emphasis in the process— or towards a middle-up-down
perspective. Around these perspectives we can find dif-
ferent studies focused on the emergence of the strategy
based on the middle manager role and their involvement
in the strategic process (FLOYD and WOOLDRIDGE,
1992, 2000; FLOYD and LANE, 2000; NONAKA, 1988;
WOOLDRIDGE and FLOYD, 1990; BALOGUN, 2003).

On the other hand, the practice perspective suggests
that organizations are brought into being through the
organizing activities and practices of actors in interaction
with one another (SCHATZKI, 2005; WHITTINGTON,
MOLLQOY, MAYER and SMITH, 2006).

For that purpose, we analyse literature on strategy
formation process; adopting an integrative approach
in the analysis of the strategic process (MINTZBERG,
1973; MINTZBERG and WATERS, 1985; HART, 1992;
BREWS and HUNT, 1999; ANDERSEN, 2000, 2004a,
2004b); and we consider strategy-as-practice studies
(JARZABKOWSKI, 2003 and 2008; JARZABKOWSKI
and FENTON, 2006; JARZABKOWSKI, BALOGUN and
SEIDL, 2007) that are being intensely developed consid-
ering the middle management roles and characteristics,
as well as their relationship with the level of involvement
in the firm, under this practice perspective.

Thus, our goal in this research is to analyse the relation-
ship between the integrative strategy formation process
and the roles of middle management under the strategy-
as-practice perspective.

Hence, our research questions are the following:

Q1: How does the strategy formation process take place;
particularly, considering the relevance of the integrative
perspective and the use of the variables -- rationality, in-
volvement, and vision?

Q2: Which is the relationship between an integrative strat-
egy formation process and the middle management roles?
Q3: How is the strategy-as-practice approach related to
the strategic variables (rationality, involvement and vi-
sion) and with the different roles of middle management?

We go over the different arguments on strategy forma-
tion process, and study the variables that define this
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process (MINTZBERG and WATERS, 1985; HART,
1992; ANDERSEN, 2004a and b) to answer these ques-
tions. Furthermore we consider the roles of middle
management (FLOYD and WOOLDRIDGE, 1992, 1994,
1997, 2000; FLOYD and LANE, 2000; NONAKA, 1988;
WOOLDRIDGE and FLOYD, 1990; BALOGUN, 2003,
MANTERE, 2008) and the studies of the strategy-as-
practice perspective (JARZABKOWSKI, 2003, 2008;
JARZABKOWSKI and FENTON, 2006; JARZABKOWSKI
and WHITTINGTON, 2007, 2008; JARZABKOWSKI,
BALOGUN and SEIDL, 2007; JARZABKOWSKI and
SEIDL, 2008, JARZABKOWSKI and SPEE, 2009) consid-
ering that middle management is in charge of implement-
ing strategy practices.

After reviewing the theory we formulate different
propositions highlighting that an integrative strategy for-
mation process that combines with certain equilibrium
rationality and emergence facilitates a more effective
management of work, considering specifically the roles
played by middle manager as a facilitator of this process,
mainly in a dynamic environment from a strategy-as-
practice perspective.

To achieve the goal proposed, that is, the study of
how the processes take place, we adopted a qualitative
methodology (YIN, 1993), specifically a case analysis,
studying how the strategy formation process develops
(JARZABKOWSKI and WILSON, 2002; JOHNSON,
MELIN and WITTINGTON, 2003:11; REGNER, 2003;
JARZABKOWSKI, 2003; JARZABKOWSKI et al, 2007).

AN INTEGRATIVE STRATEGY FORMATION PROCESS

Our research focuses on the study of the integrative ap-
proach, a balance between a rational and planned strategy
(ANSOFFE 1965; PORTER, 1980) and an emergent one
(MINTZBERG, 1973; QUINN, 1978; FARJOUN, 2002)
when analysing the strategy formation process. This inte-
grative approach is present in the works of Mintzberg and
Waters (1985); Hart (1992); Hamel and Prahalad (1994)
and also in more recent contributions as the works of
Johnson, et al. (2003); Andersen (2000, 2004a, 2004b)
or Elbanna (2006).

From this integrative perspective, different authors
as Johnson et al. (2003) try to analyse the organization
starting from the study of those activities that take place
in the firm. They assume that the analysis of the strategy
formation process can be better developed through the
analysis of the different activities and types of work that
take place in the organization. Consequently, from this
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perspective the strategy should emerge from the micro-
organizational level, where the task development takes
place. Thetask level is where attitudes, relationships, and
actions are generated. These authors consider that focus-
ing on this micro-level perspective the organization can
achieve important benefits; that is, when the environment
is very turbulent (competitive, dynamic and complex)
more people are more frequently involved in the strategy
formation process, and greater levels of decentralisation
would be required if the firm wants that its strategic ap-
proach obtains good results.

The work of Elbanna (2000) also indicates that the
strategy formation process must follow an integrative
pattern, with a balance between emergent issues and the
required rational focus. The author acknowledges that sig-
nificant initiatives can come from inside the organization.

Andersen (2004a, 2004b) stands the relevance of
the dynamic interaction between emergence and plan-
ning. In our research we must draw the attention to
the concept of decentralised strategy formation process
(following ANDERSEN, 2004b); this is a process that
facilitates the emergence of different strategic contribu-
tions that come from those managers belonging to the
lowest levels of the organization (bottom-up influence)
(ANDERSEN, 2004b:1274). This author emphasises
also the concept of strategic planning and the need of
analysis when firms have to adopt a strategic decision
(top-down influence).

Hence, we can affirm that an integrative strategy forma-
tion process is the one that considers jointly the need of a
decentralised strategic process and the need of a strategic
planned process (ANDERSEN, 2004b:1276).

When we refer to the planning process, the most impor-
tant variable is rationality. A rational process is an analyti-
cal one, with a certain degree of formalisation (ANSOFFE,
1987). On the other hand, we highlight the concept of
emergence (from a bottom-up perspective). This concept
considers that strategy must not be imposed from the
top; and that strategy can emerge (strategic initiatives)
as a consequence of working in groups. So that, the most
relevant concept in this framework is the concept of in-
volvement (his variable has been used in less studies on
strategy formation process (SHRIVASTAVA and GRANT
(1985); NONAKA (1988); WOOLDRIDGE and FLOYD
(1990); HART (1992)) However, more recent works
show the significance of the variable involvement in the
strategy formation process and its effect on performance
(COLLIER, FISHWICK and FLOYD, 2004; CURRIE and
PROCTER, 2005) or point it indirectly out through the
active participation of middle managers in the daily work
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processes related to the strategy formation (CURRIE and
PROCTER, 2005; JOHNSON et al, 2003; ROULEAU,
2005:1438). Furthermore, the inductive model presented
by Regnér (2003:78) or the strategic role of the middle
manager in the classification of Floyd and Lane (2000)
assume the existence of an important degree of involve-
ment of lower levels managers.

If both, rationality and emergence must reach a co-
herent fit, they need to be integrated. The umbrella that
integrates both variables is vision (WEICK, 1989, HART,
1992; MINTZBERG and WATERS, 1985 when they talk
about ideological or umbrella processes, and HAMEL and
PRAHALAD, 1994 when defining the “strategic intent”
and the concept of “strategic architecture”). When there is
a clear vision that is communicated; when the objectives
and mission are explicit; and when the leader is able to
communicate and transmit them, then the initiatives have
a common goal, they emerge in a certain order, influenced
by the rational and planned processes.

DECISION-MAKING PROCESS AND THE ROLES OF
MIDDLE MANAGEMENT

We consider here the different perspectives of taking
decision processes (top-down, middle-up-down and
bottom-up) that put the emphasis in the role and in the
directive figure (NONAKA, 1988, 1994) and that are in
a straight line with the different processes of strategy
formation, focusing on the bottom-up and middle-up-
down perspectives [which we consider that is related to
the strategy-as-practice perspective (JARZABKOWSKI
et al, 2007)].

Such as Burgelman outlines (1983a), the strategy for-
mation process would be that one able to combine the two
extreme models, one analytic and planned and the second
one creative and emergent formed in the lowest levels
of the firm and based on the individual initiative. Thus,
mainly when the organization manages products, services
or complex work, strategy is characterized as a social con-
struction activity (HENDRY, 2000) where, consequently,
the actors at all levels have helped in the process of form-
ing the strategy. This reasoning has been largely accepted
and confirmed by different recent studies (FLOYD and
LANE, 2000; FARJOUN, 2002; HICKSON, MILLER and
WILSON, 2003; JARZABKOWSKI, 2003; REGNER, 2003;
COLLIER, FISHWICK and FLOYD, 2004; ANDERSEN,
2004a, 2004b; CURRIE and PROCTER, 2005; ROULEAU,
2005; ELBANNA, 2006, MASON, 2007; PAPPAS and
WOOLDRIDGE, 2007).
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According to Nonaka (1988 and 1994), top-down man-
agement is formed by top managers, with independent
leaders who allocate resources hierarchically; motivation
comes from extrinsic incentives and the emphasis is put
on the explicit knowledge (standards and rules that define
the tasks); those characteristics lead to a heavy reliance on
top management. In contrast, middle-up-down manage-
ment is composed of middle managers acting as coordina-
tors and facilitators of the process and catalysts leading
to the creation of organizational knowledge, which allo-
cate resources from different points of view and focus on
knowledge, which can be explicit and tacit (experience).
On the other hand, bottom-up management, is made up
with employees who act as entrepreneurs and leaders
that create or sponsor various projects and information.

While research in strategy are primarily focused on
top-down decision making models, based on prescrip-
tion and deduction, another theoretical perspective be-
gins to emerge in the literature. The “emergent” vision in
contrast to the “deliberate” vision has been rising as an
alternative perspective on the strategy formation process
(MINTZBERG and WATERS, 1985; BURGELMAN, 1983a,
1983b, 1991, 1996, 2002; MASON, 2007). The emerging
view, however, does not seek to impose that top manage-
ment must be out of control of the strategic decisions of
the company. It maintains the notion that top management
should retain the authority to make strategic decisions, but
should be open, receptive, and respond to any new infor-
mation that may arise from other actors in the organization
(MINTZBERG and WATERS, 1985:271), who think and
act and should be recognized within the decision-making
process because their initiatives have strategic implica-
tions (FLOYD and WOOLDRIDGE, 2000).

Moreover, bottom-up perspective, considered entrepre-
neurial, democratic, with horizontal hierarchical structure
based on people and tacit knowledge (BURGELMAN,
1983a, 1991, 1996 and 2002), has been called to answer
to the complexity [(defined as the diversity and hetero-
geneity of the environment and its socio-political, tech-
nological system; customers and suppliers) (LANE and
MAXFIELD, 1996)] and the turbulence of the environ-
ment (defined as dynamism in the environment, involving
rapid and unexpected changes in the sub-dimensions of
the environment) (MASON, 2007).

Thus, top-down perspectives, autocratic, with high
hierarchies, with a focus on explicit knowledge and
decisions from above (HAMBRICK, 1981, 1987 and
HAMBRICK and MASON, 1984) and bottom-up per-
spective, entrepreneur, democratic, with horizontal hier-
archical structure based on people and tacit knowledge
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(BURGELMAN, 1996 and 2002), clarify and give way to
a third perspective: the middle-up-down, with middle
managers acting as coordinators, hierarchies based in
branches groups and groups oriented by entrepreneur
employees, and focusing simultaneously on the explicit
and tacit knowledge, with a common vision and ob-
jectives guiding the activity, and autonomy to develop
this activity (NONAKA, 1988 AND 1994, HAMEL and
PRAHALAD, 1994; FLOYD and WOOLDRIDGE, 1994,
1997, and 2000).

From the studies of Burgelman (1983a, 1983b and
1996), Nonaka (1988, 1994), Floyd and Wooldridge
(1992, 1994, 1997, and 2000); Wooldridge and Floyd
(1990), Floyd and Lane (2000), Currie and Procter (2005)
and Rouleau (2005) who argues that the performance is
heavily influenced by what happens in the middle level of
the organization, we highlight the contribution and influ-
ence of middle managers in the strategy formation process
and the concept of strategy-as-practice JARZABKOWSKI,
2008) as an approach that is suitable.

Regarding to middle managers, their role is important
in all levels. However, the middle-up-down model is
where the manager role generates a continuous integra-
tion of information flows, has major importance and it is
necessary and essential for performance. In other cases
(top-down and bottom-up), it acts as transmitting infor-
mation; the role is important but does not act so abso-
lutely in a key way.

According to Floyd and Lane (2000:159) in the
decision-making process top managers exercised the
strategic role of ratifying (presenting the strategic inten-
tions, controlling, approving and sustaining); recognizing
(recognizing the strategic potential, establishing strategic
guidelines, strengthing and facilitating processes) and
directing (planning, providing resources and sending
resources). Middle managers communicate and transmit
information from the bottom to the top level, exercising
the role of defender (championing alternatives, guiding
and promoting, defending, presenting alternatives to top
management); synthesizer (categorizing ideas, selling
these ideas to top management, combining and applying
the information, synthesising it); and from the top level to
bottom as facilitator (protecting and promoting adaptation
activities, sharing information, guiding the adaptation,
facilitating learning and adaptability); and implementer
(implementing deliberate strategy, reviewing and adjust-
ing, motivating and inspiring as a coach). And bottom
level play a central role, reacting to the information that
comes from different areas: (i) products in the market
(trying on, learning and connecting to improve techni-
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cal abilities and needs, starting initiatives and assuming
risks), (ii) from top managers (in obedience, following the
system), (iii) and/or trying to react when the information
comes from the two sides, adjusting intentions (respond-
ing to the challenge).

As stated before, the middle manager acts as synthe-
sizer and as facilitator, promoting the adaptation and
continuous flow of information and participation, which
facilitates the link among the different and necessary
works developed in the organization. And also, in its
role of developer, facilitates, motivates and adjusts the
process of implementing the strategic plans, allowing the
participation and involvement and contributing to the
inspiration of the actors that at any time may propose
issues or suggestions that lead to modify the plan or its
implementation.

STRATEGY-AS-PRACTICE APPROACH OR
STRATEGIZING

Considering the studies of strategy-as-practice perspec-
tive (JARZABKOWSKI, 2003; JARZABKOWSKI and
FENTON, 2006; JARZABKOWSKI, BALOGUN and
SEIDL, 2007; JARZABKOWSKI and WHITTINGTON,
2007, 2008; JARZABKOWSKI and SEIDL, 2008,
JARZABKOWSKI and SPEE, 2009) we ought to agree
that a new perspective, a new approach is gaining author-
ity and it is tough sustained with empirical researches
(ROULEAU, 2005; JARZABKOWSKI and SILLINCE,
2007; BALOGUN and SEIDL, 2007: REGNER, 2008) not
just in Europe but in the Academy of Management pub-
lications and in HEC Montreal researches (ROULEAU
2003, 2005).

Two important conceptual orientations are offered by
Jarzabkowski et al. (2007:7) informing different aspects
of strategy-as-practice, which we borrow to review and
sinthesize this form of understanding strategy.

From this perspective, strategy is conceptualized as a
situated, socially accomplished activity, while strategising
comprises those actions, interactions and negotiations of
multiple actors and the situated practices that they draw
upon in accomplishing that activity (JARZABKOWSKI,
2003).This is a broad definition as it encompasses all
types of social activity; as the authors pointed out, it
is difficult to determine what activity is not strategic
(JARZABKOWSKI et al. 2007:7). One approach to deal-
ing with this problem is to focus on those activities that
draw on strategic practices. Strategy is a particular type of
activity that is connected with particular practices, such
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as strategic planning, annual reviews, strategy workshops

and their associated discourses.

According to Jarzabkowski et al. (2007) to set the
agenda for the study of strategy from a practical perspec-
tive it is necessary to answer five questions:

a) What is strategy? To answer this question one must
know the concept of strategy and strategy-as-practice
(SAP), that is defined as follows: “includes the actions,
interactions and negotiations of multiple actors and the
practical situations they are based on the performance
of activities.” Refers to “make the strategy” that is the
construction of the flow of activity through the actions
and interactions of multiple actors and practices in
which they are based;

b) Who is the strategist? All the actors of the organization
are involved in the implementation of strategies, not only
the actors at the top of the pyramid, so the strategists
are all those involved in implementing the strategy;

¢) What do strategists do? This question can be answered
through the report of the specific practices such as me-
etings, use of analytical tools, management processes,
discursive forms and also the implications of these
activities to the strategy-as-practice;

d) What does an analysis of strategists and their doings
explain? This question is motivated by two challenges:
the first is that, as the SAP has a strong empirical em-
phasis on how the strategy is built, the result can not be
defined, and the question may arise: “so what?” In the
second, SAP sets out the strategic activities of micro-
level explanations providing a broadest sense, so that
strategy research and practice also have consequences
for wider strategic activity; “Strategy-as-practice rese-
arch may, therefore, rise to the challenge of explaining
outcomes that are consequential at more macro-levels
of the firm and industry”;

e) How can existing organization and social theory inform
an analysis of SAP? The common concern of these stu-
dies is to explain some aspects of the nexus between
praxis, practices and practitioners (WHITTINGTON,
2006) and its impact in meeting the social strategy.
According to the authors “Strategy-as-practice, in
common with much other organization theory, draws
from the meta-theoretical principles of sociology, so-
cial psychology, anthropology and ethnomethodology,
among others, to understand the construction of acti-
vity within organizations.”

In summary, five aspects must be addressed in the ongoing

challenges of research in strategy-as-practice. They are: the
professionals, the link between practitioners and practice,
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theories of practice (which provide conceptual explana-
tions of the social dynamics involved in implementing the
strategy) and, finally, the methodological implications of
different theoretical approaches.

More and more studies on SAP indicate that middle
managers and lower-level employees are also important
strategic actors. Additionally, these middle and opera-
tional-level employees typically lack of a formal strategy
role, and practice research has focused upon the social,
interpretative, linguistic and personal knowledge bases
through which they shape strategy (REGNER, 2003;
BALOGUN and JOHNSON, 2004, 2005; CURRIE and
PROCTER, 2005; ROULEAU, 2005). Their actions and
influence on strategy may be unintended at the firm
level; they are significant for firm survival and competi-
tive advantage. Hence, it is important to identify these
actors as strategists, researching beyond top managers
and incorporating and studying lower levels employees
as strategic actors.

This approach and reasoning justify our research, give
importance to a middle-up-down management (highlight-
ing the role of the middle manager) and to an integrative
strategy formation process in the organization, as a way of
getting the strategy working out all around. This approach
also refers to the idea of having strategy in all actions, and
having all persons thinking strategically (TREGGOE and
ZIMMERMAN, 1979); and this way of doing strategy can
be adopted when we consider the roles of middle manag-
ers as the strategists that can shape and permeate strat-
egy through all organizational levels (ROULEAU 2003;
VAARA et al, 2004; MANTERE, 2005, BALOGUN and
JOHNSON, 2004, 2005; AMBROSINI et al, 2007).

Hence, taking into consideration the different studies
analysed and the different typologies revised, we state the fol-
lowing propositions to check them out in the empirical study:

Proposition 1: An integrative strategy formation process
takes place throughout an equilibrium among the strate-
gic variables rationality, involvement and vision, with a
distinctive presence of emergent processes, more devel-
opment of involvement (in detriment of a high level of
rationality) and through a middle-up-down management.
Proposition 2: Middle manager is the key part and the
facilitator of the success of an integrative strategy forma-
tion process.

Proposition 3: Strategy as practice takes place through a
middle-up-down management and it is characterized by
combining in a balanced way rationality and emergence
that is translated into higher levels of commitment of the

agents in the process.
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METHODOLOGY

We use a qualitative methodology, applying the method
of single case study (EISENHARDT, 1989) since this
technique enables the bundling of a significant number
of data (YIN, 2005). The case study can be defined as a
research strategy that is characterized by studying the
phenomena as a dynamic process within its real context
using multiple sources of evidence, in order to explain the
observed phenomenon globally and taking into account
all its complexity (YIN, 1994). Considering the goal, this
research is characterized as explicative, as it aims to inves-
tigate how strategy formation process develops, answering
some how and why questions.

The main reason for the selection of this case is sus-
tained in the intentionality of the case (EISENHARDT,
1989). The case is, following Yin (1994), a critical case
for studying the variables analysed, that is, those variables
characterising the strategy formation process (rationality,
vision and involvement) and the roles and characteristics
of the middle manager (championing, synthesising, fa-
cilitating and implementing). Moreover, other reasons
have also guided the selection process: the need to guar-
antee the viability of the study (the University permit-
ted the study, and this fact responds to the criteria of
accessibility/convenience); also, we had the possibility
of analysing an organization that could offer the oppor-
tunity to learn and to have new perspectives about the
topic we were focused on. That fact could let us to extend
(EISENHARDT, 1989) or verify (YIN, 1993) the exist-
ing theory. In addition, it was selected a public service
organization (education — University of Valencia) with
a great size, which guarantees a certain level of develop-
ment of the strategic process.

The unit of analysis is the organization, considered
as an open system, focusing on the analysis of the strat-
egy formation process and studying how rationality and
emergence are combined in this process [(by vision that
integrates ideas that emerge in a certain order, influenced
by the rational and planned processes, according to the
level of participation and formalisation of these processes
(HART, 1992)]. We used a multilevel analysis focusing
on middle management activities in strategy processes
and practices (formulation and implementation that in-
clude the different roles and characteristics of the middle
managers and the way in which things are managed in
different levels.

Sources of evidence and data collecting procedures: We
used three different techniques: (i) in-depth interviews
with different members of the organization — the inter-
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views were open and flexible, through a semi-structured
questionnaire. We developed a pre-planning of the inter-
views, with a timetable including the duration, level in the
hierarchy, and instruments used in the case (Exhibit 1).

The major parts of the interviews were developed in
the managerial level, as they had information both of
strategic issues and of work characteristics. Interviews
were recorded, in order to better analyse its content.
This fact facilitated us the triangulation of the informa-
tion; (ii) document analysis referred to the organiza-
tion studied (we analysed the documents elaborated by
the organization itself, that is, the strategic plan, flow
charts, job description, promotional material, differ-
ent economic and general reports, web information,
internal publications and other published information
in the academic journals and newspapers); (iii) Direct
observation (we observed how the process took place,
and also the different relationships among sections ana-
lysing its culture and the way of doing things in situ.
We visited the organization facilities, and spent time
observing how the different processes related to the ac-
tivities went on in the diverse departments. This fact let
us confirm many questions mentioned in the interviews
or in the analysed documents. We emphasize that the
triangulation of data was ensured by using the sources
cited avoiding the potential bias from a single source of
data and assisting in the construction of more complete
and accurate analysis by converging sources of evidence
(EISENHARDT, 1989; YIN, 1994).

To obtain and study evidences from the data analysis we
adopted the techniques of behavior patterns examination
(BPE) and integrated pattern matching (PM) (PEREZ-

Exhibit 1- Schedule of visits and interviews

AGUIAR, 1999). These techniques consist in compar-
ing the real phenomenon with a pattern of behavior.
Therefore, we analysed in the case the strategy formations
process, the roles of middle management and the strategic
practices through the analysis of the variables reviewed
in literature (Exhibit 2).

In summary, we compared the facts, behavior and cir-
cumstances included in the theoretical propositions with
the facts, behavior and circumstances (analysing the set
of actions involved in the process, how environment is,
day-to-day organization - real phenomenon) in the case
observed.

We specified the variables used in the data collecting
process, enabling the process of analysis and generation
of results (Exhibit 2).

ANALYSIS OF RESULTS

In this section we are going to present the joint analysis of
the information obtained in the case alongside the discus-
sion and the comprobation of the considered propositions,
looking for patterns that could explain the explored issues
or the analysed variables behavior.

The case studied was the University of Valencia (UV).
UV was founded in 1499 with the name of “General Study
of Valencia” and was initially focused on the studies of
medicine, humanities, teology and law; today it is a mod-
ern European University, and it is open to the different
branches of knowledge, research, and culture.

University of Valencia is a public institution, with dif-
ferent rights protected and recognized by the Spanish

DATE DURATION RESPONSIBLE INSTRUMENT

D02l (middle-manager)

06.08.2007 15h zilgsd;::aogfeli)uropean Convergence and Quality
06.11.2007 2h Dean (top Manager)

07.11.2007 1h E{rifgglr:::;en;oget:;e Group for External Analysis
07.12.2007 6h General Meeting Components (all levels)
09.07.2007 2h Reseacher (middle-manager)

09.07.2007 2h Lecturer (middle-manager)

09.07.2007 1h
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Responsible for the Planning and Analysis Service

Administrative Personnel (operational level)

Interview # 1 semi-structured

Interview # 2 semi-structured
Conference “University 2007”
Interview # 3 semi-structured

Observation
Interview # 4 semi-structured
Interview # 5 semi-structured

Interview # 6 semi-structured
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Constitution and other Laws. Moreover, the UV, as a
public service, has the mission of teaching and spreading
the necessary knowledge in order to facilitate an adequate
learning process, a correct professional or artistic training
for their future professional development, and the achieve-
ment of the corresponding academia titles. The final ob-
jective of this institution is the continuous updating of
knowledge and continuous training of their teaching staft
(and also of the staff belonging to other teaching levels)
— University of Valencia has experimented an important
process of transformation in the eighties, improving the
quality of the teaching process and facilitating both basic
and applied research, and the scientific and technological
development.

A process of convergence in higher education is tak-
ing place nowadays in Europe. This process is one of
the external factors affecting the decision process in the
University. On the other hand the strategy formation
process takes place in parallel with the formulation and
implementation of the strategic planning process that is
a strategic guide in the organization. The Strategic Plan
is a strategic guide in the organization and is conducted
involving all levels of organization. As the UV Dean says:

The University of Valencia needs a Strategic Plan in order
to identify those key factors and goals that permit us to
adapt to those changes and challenges that the environ-
ment requires. Together with that, the Strategic Plan will

contribute to an improvement of the organization, and

Exhibit 2 - Description of variables analyzed

to a better social perception of the University and its ac-
tivities. Summarising, the University of Valencia needs to
define the future instead of reacting to it. The Strategic
Plan is a tool that helps us to design the desired future,
with methodological rigorousness in order to plan the
implementation of the programmed actions and the re-
quired resources, and to evaluate the execution, changing
and adapting the objectives when necessary. The main
objective of this Strategic Plan is to give the management
team (understanding it as people and organizations with
managerial responsibilities) an important tool that facili-
tates the elaboration of a shared vision and future, posi-
tive and hopeful, but valuing the tradition and history of
the institution.

Quoting the words of the Vice-Dean of Quality and
European Convergence:

The participation in the process of the elaboration of
strategic plan has been very important; the process was
open to the whole university community and everyone
could express their opinion about the document in
progress that was being elaborated. The most special-
ist work creating and developing the strategic lines of
the plan was done by internal groups of the University,
and they were formed by lecturers, administrative per-
sonnel and students, depending also on the content of
each strategic line. The president of the Committee for
the Development of the Plan (Vice-Dean of Quality and

VARIABLE DESCRIPTION CONCEPT

V1.a: Rationality: Formalisation and analysis in the decision-making process.

V1 Strategy

V1.b: Vision: value transmission.

V1.c: Involvement: participation level (distributed authority), and decision involvement.

V2.a: Championing alternatives: guiding and promoting, defending, presenting alternatives to

top management (defender)

V2.b: Synthesising information: categorising ideas, selling these ideas to top management,

Middle Manager

V2 Characteristics

combining and applying the information, synthesising it;

V2.c: Facilitating adaptability: protecting and promoting adaptation activities, sharing informa-

tion, guiding the adaptation, facilitating learning;

V2.d: Implementing deliberate strategy: implementing, reviewing and adjusting, motivating and

inspiring as a coach.

V3 Strategizing

ISSN 0034-7590

V3: Strategic specific practices such as meetings, use of analytical tools, management proces-
ses and discursive forms of activities to the strategy-as-practice
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European Convergence) has visited every group, orga-
nization and institute in the University to present the
Plan. Those visits were mainly asked by the students of

the different university degrees.
According to the Dean:

Defining the product and the service of the UV is a very
complex task. If we say that the UV produces degrees, we
should ask what degrees? Which types of degrees? There
are official degrees, particular degrees, and other studies
that are not degrees but diploms; also, UV produces ba-
sic and applied research, generates knowledge transfer,
culture. That is, there is not a product or a service, but a
diversity of products and services that emerge from the
heterogeneity of the organization. However, and for all
those reasons, we can say that the main output of the
University is teaching and researching. And the differ-
ent services of the organizational structure of the UV act
as a coordination link that reinforces the main designed
activities.

According to their words and to the documents (mainly
strategic plan) the analysis of the strategy formation pro-
cess occurs in both ways: it comes determined both from
the Dean and his staff and from the participation of dif-
ferent levels of institution.

Here on we summarise and analyse the research ques-
tions and its corresponding propositions, trying to answer
them with the evidences found in the case.

Considering Q1: How does the strategy formation pro-
cess take place; particularly, considering the relevance of
the integrative perspective and the use of the variables
-- rationality, involvement, and vision?

We established that: P1: An integrative strategy for-
mation process takes place throughout an equilibrium
among the strategic variables rationality, involvement and
vision, with a distinctive presence of emergent processes
and more development of involvement (in detriment of a
high level of rationality) and through a middle-up-down
management.

Taking into account the evidences found for the vari-
ables rationality (minimum formalisation of the processes,
more consensual decision-making), vision (spread all over
the organization, in folders, meetings, web page and ac-
tions involving the external community), and involvement
(different levels take part on decision-making, participate
in the meetings, be involved in different projects in re-
search, teaching or extension actions to community), we
have found that UV is developing an integrative strategy
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formation process, and this process obtains positive results
in the organization being translated in a middle-up-down
management.

According to the Responsible of the Planning and
Analysis Service:

Although there is a fit between the strategic process and
the different types of activities or works managed (differ-
ent professions/careers, research, and bureaucratic works),
the fit will be greater with a higher level of rationality.
Rationality is limited by the politic processes that take
place in this kind of organizations.

As aresult, we can say that this proposition is confirmed,
results could, indeed, improve with more rationality, with
less influence of the politic process. This way, the level of
manager’s intention influence in the organization should
be greater. Although, the mid-level of dynamism of the en-
vironment fits with a bottom-up approach (less rational).

Considering Q2: What is the relationship between an
integrative strategy formation process and the middle
management roles?

We established that P2: Middle manager is the key part
and the facilitator of the success of an integrative strategy
formation process.

Here we adopted Floyd and Wooldridge (2000) typol-
ogy to analyse the role played by middle manager (coor-
dinators, people in charge of departments or centres and
at the same time they are teachers, researchers) in doing
strategy. They are the agents that are developing the major
works (classified as more innovative and creative) that
require great levels of knowledge (teachers, researchers);
consequently, they have the necessary abilities to partici-
pate in the decision-making processes and as a result, they
are more involved in the strategic process.

We could observe that, for example, when they par-
ticipated in the most important meeting in which they
represented the group championing and synthesising
information to the Dean to close and decide (approve or
not) strategic planning; and soon after the meeting when
they should transmit that decision to the whole group
facilitating and implementing the strategic planning.
They have space to participate, to express their thoughts,
agreements and disagreements, confirming the studies of
Floyd and Lane (2000).

Those roles of the middle manager took place clearly
in the case of the UV. Taking all these issues into account
we can say that the proposition is confirmed atUV.

Finally, considering Q3: How is strategy-as-practice
related to the different roles of middle management?
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We established that P3: Strategy as practice takes place
through a middle-up-down management and it is charac-
terized by combining in a balanced way rationality and
emergence that are translated into higher levels of com-
mitment of the agents (middle managers) in the process.

We have considered specific strategic practices such as
meetings promoted to define the different phases of the
strategic plan; the use of analytical tools as those ones used
by the responsible for the Planning and Analysis Service
(reports, informational tables and maps); management
processes (e.g. departments responsible for the doctoral
registration and procedures or establishment of budgets)
and discursive forms of activities to the strategy-as-prac-
tice during the implementation of strategies defined in
the general meeting.

In the meetings, the mission and vision of the
University is transmitted, as well as in the speeches of
the Dean and his staff. The formalysed strategy is trans-
lated by the strategic planning that was discussed and
constructed involving different levels and departments
and that is implemented throughout middle manage-
ment. During the implementation, the participation (of
teachers, researchers, lecturers and administrative staff) is
noticed in all process, where there is space for emergence,
there are department meetings that teachers, researchers
and employees in general can take part and contribute
to what is happening in different situations (all those
typically of this kind of organization — JARZABKOWSKI,
2003) developing actions defined in the plan, putting the
strategy in practice. In this context, Practices is defined
by Jarzabkowski et al. 2007, p. 9, as:

Exhibit 3 - Variables evidences at UV

Routinized types of behavior which consist of several
elements, interconnected to one another: forms of bodily
activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their
use, a background knowledge in the form of under-
standing, know-how, states of emotion, and motivational

knowledge.

Analysing the case in depth we realise that when the
organization permits and incentivates a greater degree
of participation, strategy-as-practice approach occurs in
all levels and a middle-up-down management appears
(in the figure of department heads, some researchers),
mainly when there is a specific goal (synthesising in-
formation or implementing strategic planning, for ex-
ample). We could notice that when the organization put
more emphasis in its communication (communicating
strategy), it obtains a greater degree of involvement of
the agents (when implementing strategic plan all over
the UV). Rationality appears throughout the meetings
established (scheduled) and the emergence appears in
the content discussed in the meetings. Thus, we can
confirm this proposition.

We synthesise the analysis of variables, summarising
variables concepts adopted (Exhibit 2) and main evidenc-
es found in the data analysis of the case (UV) for each of
the selected variables (Exhibit 3).

Despite its age, UV is in an important development
stage. The environment of the UV is more competitive
day after day, but the institution has a relevant and secure
position in it. The achievement of a better fit among the
analysed variables (that is, an increase of rationality with

VARIABLE DESCRIPTION EVIDENCES FOUND

V1.a: Rationality: Mid-level of rationality in the decision-making process.

V1.b: Vision: Relevant and systematic value transmission.

V1.c: Involvement: High Levels of participation and involvement in decisions (department mee-

Defender: systematically presents alternatives to top management (Centres level);
Synthesiser: systematically sell ideas to top management (Dean);

V2.c: (+) Facilitator: Share information received, task forces (department levels);

V2.d: (+) Implementing: High level of project and research groups as well as mid-level in

V1 Strategy
tings corum),
V2.a: (+)

Middle V2.b:(+)
V2 Manager
Characteristics

departments.

V3 Strategizing
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V3: General meetings; External environment analysis by the expertises from the management de-
partment; management processes and discursive forms of activities to the strategy-as-practice
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less importance of the political processes) would permit
the UV to achieve better internal and external results.

The triangulation of data collected allows us to con-
firm the theoretical propositions (answering the research
questions) in an extent that we consider appropriated
(Table 1).

Considering the results obtained in this research we can
summarise them in the following new proposition that can
be the basis of future hypothesis and quantitative research:

New proposition: The involvement of middle manager
(synthesising, defending or championing, facilitating, and
implementing) has a special relevance in the adoption of
an integrative strategy formation process and can be the
connection of Strategy Processes and Strategy Practices.

This new proposition intends to be a limited contribu-
tion to future study comprising strategy in a day-by-day
activities, considering the common activities that are de-
veloped on a daily basis in an organization as a result of
a deliberated or emergent strategy that takes place inside
the organization, and which are put into action.

CONCLUSIONS: LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE WORK

Taking into consideration our goal in this research that
was to analyse the relationship between the integrative
strategy formation process and the roles of middle man-
agement under the strategy-as-practice perspective, we
can say that it has been reached.

University develops an integrative strategy forma-
tion process and confers to middle management a very
important role that is extended all over the university.
Furthermore we can stand that the strategy is formed
through the different levels of the organization; this way
of doing strategy is in line with the perspective of strat-
egy as practice suggested by Jarzabkowski (2003, 2004,
and 2008).

We believe that middle manager develops a very im-
portant role in the integrative strategy formation process,
acting as an agent between top and bottom levels, even
being able to intercede and change organization directions

by inserting their organization practical perspectives. This
positioning can characterize or connect the different stra-
tegic practices in the organization.

Nevertheless we must point out that the main limita-
tions of the study are those belonging to the number of
cases (unique case) studied. However, we have tried to
reduce this limitation through the use of a case protocol,
specified in every step of the study. Moreover, the theo-
retical review reinforced the established logic, and per-
mitted a greater degree of objectivity; on the other hand,
we triangulated the different data sources and established
evidences through the different data collecting techniques.

On the other hand, results of the case analysis cannot
be generalised (as we can do with other quantitative tech-
niques using statistic analysis). Yin (1993) establishes that
the results of the case analysis can be generalised through
theoretical propositions, but not to a population.

As a future research line of this work, we intend to
develop a longitudinal study of the same case, in order to
confirm if the established proposition is consistent for a
specific period of time, adopting the narrative methodology
analysis suggested by Fenton and Langley (2008); also, we
should identify and consider new variables. Additionally,
we should analyse in depth how the different types of work
developed in an organization affect the strategy and how
they could facilitate that strategizing occurs in the whole
organization. Another study that can be developed from
this one is a comparison to a Brazilian University.
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