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A B S T R A C T   

Narrative strategy-making is useful in the mobilization of strategies because narratives impart coherence and 
linearity to our understanding of organizational events. Our paper examines the relation between narrative 
strategy-making and the flow of events. We present a longitudinal, participatory study of a software company 
seeking global growth. Specifically, we followed events preceding and succeeding construction of the strategic 
‘success stories’ used by the software company’s managers in investor negotiations. We conceptualize the point 
of illusion and disillusion underlying the temporal construction and use of strategy narratives and show how the 
former enables strategy-making, while the latter constrains it. We add to narrative strategy research by elabo-
rating the relation between the construction of strategy narratives and the flow of organizational events.   

1. Introduction 

The potential of the narrative approach for gaining an understanding 
of processuality has been recognized in both organization research in 
general (Cunliffe, Luhman, & Boje, 2004; Czarniawska, 2004; Rantakari 
& Vaara, 2017; Vaara, Sonenshein, & Boje, 2016) and in research on 
strategy processes and practices in particular (Dalpiaz & Di Stefano, 
2018; Barry & Elmes, 1997; Fenton & Langley, 2011). Prior strategy 
research has already shown the key role of narratives in the mobilization 
of strategies (Dalpiaz & Di Stefano, 2018; Sonenshein, 2010), strategic 
change (Boje, Haley, & Saylors, 2016), identity work (Brown, 2006) and 
embodied practices (Küpers, Mantere, & Statler, 2013). However, the 
above studies have mainly treated strategy narratives as discursive re-
sources used by managers to negotiate, legitimize and communicate 
strategic agendas and make sense of strategic change (Dalpiaz & Di 
Stefano, 2018; Dunford & Jones, 2000; Sonenshein, 2010). Despite these 
contributions, we still know relatively little about the relation between 
narrative strategy-making and the flow of organizational events. We 
argue that this relation represents both a theoretical and an empirical 
conundrum that has hindered strategy scholars from gaining a better 
understanding of how strategists use narration to deal with continuously 
evolving and unpredictable situations and how narrative 
strategy-making is consequential for organizational outcomes (cf. Jar-
zabkowski, Kavas, & Krull, 2021). 

We address this gap in research and examine the relation between 

narrative strategy-making and the flow of organizational events. Our 
empirical material is drawn from a two-year, real-time, longitudinal 
study of a software company called SoftCo (pseudonym). In the course of 
this study, we participated in and recorded strategy-making meetings. 
The empirical material thus obtained enabled us to trace the emergence 
of SoftCo’s two strategy stories and their use in investor negotiations 
during the company’s pursuit of global growth. The meetings took place 
before, during and after the managers constructed and used the two 
stories in pitching their growth strategy to investors. 

In this study, we treat narratives as multifaceted means of sense-
making and sensegiving that can be linked with broader social and 
multimodal structures (Rantakari & Vaara, 2017; Vaara et al., 2016) 
that are often articulated only in fragments as part of organizational 
discourse (Boje, 2008). In our analysis, we draw from two perspectives 
on temporality – ‘over time’ and ‘in time’ – that underlie narrative 
meaning-making (Dawson & Sykes, 2019; Rantakari & Vaara, 2017). 
With strategy-making we refer to the open-ended and continuous pro-
cess of practical coping that results in actual decisions and to acts that 
are defined retrospectively as deliberate and purposeful strategy 
(Tsoukas, 2010). These definitions allow us to shift attention from nar-
ratives as mere discursive constructions to the situated and contextual 
aspects of narrative strategy-making (Boje et al., 2016). 

Our study contributes to narrative strategy research (Barry & Elmes, 
1997; Boje, 2008; Fenton & Langley, 2011; Vaara & Pedersen, 2013) by 
elaborating the relation between narrative strategy-making and the flow 
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of organizational events. Our study suggests two concepts that play a key 
role in this relation: the point of illusion and the point of disillusion. 
These concepts reveal the dissonances between narrative 
strategy-making and the flow of organizational events; more specif-
ically, they explain how these dissonances form and manifest and how 
they enable and constrain strategy-making. 

2. Narratives in strategy research 

As part of the linguistic turn in social sciences in general (Bakhtin, 
1981; Propp, 1928; Ricoeur, 1984) and organization research in 
particular (Boje, 2008, 2014; Czarniawska, 2004; Gabriel, 2004), nar-
ratives and storytelling have had a significant impact on the ways in 
which strategy can be understood and studied. Because it inherently 
entails the notion of temporality (Cunliffe et al., 2004), the narrative 
approach arguably provides richness and detail to our understanding of 
processuality in general (Langley, 2007; Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas, & 
Van de Ven, 2013; Vaara et al., 2016) and strategy processes in partic-
ular (Fenton & Langley, 2011). To date, existing narrative strategy 
research has mainly focused on the production and consumption of 
narratives in the processes of strategy-making (de la Ville & Mounoud, 
2015). However, we still know relatively little about how narrative 
strategy-making is consequential for organizational outcomes and hence 
our understanding of the relation between strategy narratives and the 
flow of organizational events remains limited. 

In particular, prior studies have examined the discursive construc-
tion of strategy narratives (Dalpiaz & Di Stefano, 2018; Vaara, 2002; 
Vaara & Tienari, 2011), their intertextual nature (Holstein, Starkey, & 
Wright, 2018), narrative fragmentation and polyphony (Boje, 2008; 
Boje et al., 2016) and the ways in which organizational members use 
narratives as discursive resources in strategic sensemaking (Balogun, 
Bartunek, & Do, 2015; Küpers et al., 2013; Sonenshein, 2010). In the 
following, we take a closer look at how strategy scholars have used the 
narrative approach to improve our understanding of strategy-making. 

In a seminal study of the dark side of Disney, Boje (1995) illuminated 
the multiplicity and contentiousness of collective organizational story-
telling processes. Using the metaphor of Tamara-land to show the 
complexity of organizational storytelling, Boje (1995, p. 1001) argued 
that “organizational life is more indeterminate, more differentiated, more 
chaotic, than it is simple, systematic, monological, and hierarchical.” Taking 
this notion to strategy research, Barry and Elmes (1997) proposed that in 
addition to more conventional accounts, strategies could also be seen as 
a form of fiction. Both of these early studies showed that ‘strategists’ in 
organizations face challenges similar to those experienced by fictional 
writers, i.e. to offer a coherent and compelling account that ‘readers’ are 
willing to buy and implement. In a subsequent empirical study, Dunford 
and Jones (2000) showed that narratives play a key role in strategic 
change. By examining how different narratives coexist and allow various 
actors to participate in the sensemaking processes, they revealed the 
ambiguous nature of strategy narratives. 

Since these earlier works, few scholars have examined how narra-
tives are constructed and used in the various stages and contexts related 
to strategic change. A key example is Sonenshein’s (2010) study of 
narratives in strategic change implementation. By focusing on the 
narrative dynamics between managers and employees, he elaborated 
how managers interweave narratives to implement strategic change, 
while employees embellish these narratives to make sense of the change 
and narrate their response to them. In this way, Sonenshein’s study 
contributed to narrative strategy research by showing how both man-
agers and employees use narratives to foster or hamper implementation 
of strategic change. In a study of a corporate merger, Vaara and Tienari 
(2011) showed how antenarratives were mobilized to legitimate or 
resist change. They suggested that narratives are central discursive re-
sources of strategizing and argued that the dialogical perspective en-
ables scholars to explain how organizational change unfolds over time. 

In yet another study of strategic change, Balogun et al. (2015) 

examined shared sensemaking by a senior management team. Their 
findings affirm the role of narratives in strategic sensemaking processes. 
In particular, Balogun et al. (2015) revealed that senior managers con-
structed interwoven and interacting narratives which mediated the 
relationship between wider organizational change and local change 
actions. In particular, their analysis shows that the operational context 
impacts both the interpretation of strategy narratives and the related 
collective sensemaking. 

Shifting attention to the role of history in strategy narratives, Dalpiaz 
and Di Stefano (2018) examined how strategists constructed and used 
historical accounts to produce captivating narratives when leading 
transformative change. Their analysis of books describing the activities 
of Alberto Alessi over three decades revealed how Alessi constructed and 
reconstructed meanings of change over time by using narrative prac-
tices. Their study is pivotal because it shows how a tactical reinterpre-
tation of the history of the company was used in portraying change to 
the firm’s audiences and also points to the fictive nature of strategy 
narratives. Another example of the use of history in strategy narratives is 
Holstein et al.’s (2018) study of higher education strategies. They used 
the idea of narratives as organizational infrastructure (Deuten & Rip, 
2000) to show how on-going interaction between historical and current 
narratives provided the content of strategy with its essential voice. 

A rare example focusing on narrative sensemaking during a single 
event is the study of embodied storytelling by Küpers et al. (2013). 
Taking a phenomenological perspective, they examined narrative 
practices during a strategy workshop with non-senior stakeholders. They 
highlighted that storytelling is a key human way of organizing experi-
ences and events into an unfolding temporal configuration that enables 
sensemaking of strategic issues. In addition, Küpers et al. (2013) sug-
gested that the power of stories lies in their capacity to encompass the 
thinking and feeling of organizational members; hence stories guide 
people to take certain actions while avoiding others. 

Strategy scholars have also shown increasing interest in the inherent 
temporality of narratives. In a conceptual study on strategy and chro-
notopes, Vaara and Pedersen (2013) built foundations for understanding 
the temporal and spatial dimensions of strategy-making. In particular, 
they focused on the processes through which various understandings of 
time and space are constructed in strategy narratives. They call for more 
research linking strategy narratives to the conditions of their 
production. 

In addition, a few studies on temporality in strategy-making have 
come very close to narrativity even though they do not fully engage with 
narrative analysis (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2013; Vesa & Franck, 2013). 
As an example, Kaplan and Orlikowski (2013) highlighted that imag-
ining the future and interpreting the past are crucial aspects of conver-
sations about strategy-making. Their findings suggest that in the face of 
uncertainty, managers engage in temporal work in order to create 
coherent temporal stories that connect varying interpretations of the 
past with both present and new visions of the future. Thus, in accordance 
with Küpers et al. (2013) study, Kaplan and Orlikowski (2013) show that 
the construction of temporally coherent stories is a key method in 
managerial strategy-making. In a similar vein, Vesa and Franck (2013) 
conducted an empirical study of real-time, top management team 
meetings, where they observed that managers seek to arrange and order 
the past and present into a linear and coherent experience of time. 

In a recent study, Boje et al. (2016) went beyond the discursive as-
pects of collective sensemaking and highlighted the role of organiza-
tional context in narrative construction. With an archival analysis of 
Burger King Corporation (BKC), they examined how the fragmented 
future speculations of managers and other stakeholders legitimated or 
resisted organizational change. By showing how storytelling for stra-
tegic change was embedded and entangled with multiple influencing 
contexts, they highlighted the role of space, time and strategic context in 
bringing complexity to narrative strategy-making. Their study is pivotal 
since it cultivates sensitivity towards the situated and contextual aspects 
of narrative construction. 
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In sum, narrative strategy research has revealed the multiple and 
often conflicting meanings that organizational members produce during 
various phases of strategy-making and strategic change (Balogun et al., 
2015; Boje, 2008; Sonenshein, 2010). Moreover, narratives have proved 
useful in collective sensemaking during the planning and legitimization 
of strategic actions (Vaara & Tienari, 2011) since they help organiza-
tional members to construct temporally sequenced and shared meanings 
(Küpers et al., 2013). However, while we already know a lot about the 
social and discursive aspects of narrative strategy-making, the conse-
quences related to narrative strategy-making have seldom been exam-
ined. Hence, we argue that strategy research needs more nuanced 
elaborations on the relationship between narratives and the unfolding of 
organizational events. To address this gap in the literature and to extend 
Boje et al.’s (2016) work, we next explain how we address the relation 
between narrative strategy-making and the flow of organizational 
events. 

3. Narratives and the flow of events 

Narrative scholars (Boje et al., 2016; Carlsen, 2006; Küpers et al., 
2013) have recently associated narrative construction with a 
process-relational worldview (Chia, 1999; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). This 
line of inquiry has focused on the ways narratives and stories emerge 
and come to play a key role in the social construction of organizational 
phenomena (Fachin & Langley, 2017; Rantakari & Vaara, 2017; Vaara 
et al., 2016). Inspired by Boje’s (2008, 2011, 2014) work on organiza-
tional storytelling, narrative scholars have linked narrative construc-
tions to organizing as it happens (Rantakari & Vaara, 2017) and 
highlighted that narratives carry performative power and agency in 
relation to organizational processes (Vaara et al., 2016). 

In addition to the conventional focus on the construction of fully 
formed narratives, we take into consideration that actors also construct 
‘living stories’ with incomplete and fragmented meanings and make bets 
on the future while they experience the flow of time (Boje, 2011). Fully 
formed narratives refer to temporally coherent discursive accounts of 
events that follow the linear structure of ‘beginning, middle, end’ 
(Gabriel, 2004). Living stories refer to accounts that continuously 
interpret experiences occurring in the emerging present (Boje, 2008; 
Ganzin, Gephart, & Suddaby, 2014). From this viewpoint, organiza-
tional narration appears to balance between two levels of 
meaning-making: the meaning of the fully formed narratives per se and 
the meaning of an evolving situation that is continuously constructed 
through living storytelling (Boje, 2008; Boje et al., 2016; Dawson & 
Sykes, 2019; Lorino & Tricard, 2012). 

To examine the relation between narrative strategy-making and the 
flow of organizational events, we draw from different, yet co-existing 
temporal perspectives that underlie narration: the linear ‘over time’ 
view of temporality and the relational ‘in time’ view (Hernes, 2014; 
Myllykoski & Rantakari, 2018; Rantakari & Vaara, 2017). On the one 
hand, fully formed narratives rely on an over time view of temporality in 
which the past, present and the future events are ordered in a coherent 
and enduring whole that follows a linear progression (Gabriel, 2004; 
Pentland, 1999). On the other hand, organizational actors are seen to 
experience organizational phenomena’ in time,’ namely as a continuous 
flow of events in which the past and the future are immanent in the 
emerging present rather than as separate dimensions, thereby implying 
that the passing of time continuously changes the meaning of events 
(Hernes, 2014, 2017). For organizational actors, the experience of the 
flow of events entails continuous retelling (Shotter & Tsoukas, 2011) 
and hence the ‘in time’ view resonates with the notion of living story-
telling (Boje, 2008; Rantakari & Vaara, 2017). 

In keeping with the above ideas, we argue that it is important to 
elaborate both ways in which strategists construct fully-formed linear 
narratives and living storytelling experiences in an evolving strategic 
context. By so doing, we are able to build a more nuanced theoretical 
understanding of the relation between narrative strategy-making and 

the flow of events. 

4. Research design 

4.1. Research context 

Our empirical study was conducted in collaboration with a small 
software company we refer to as SoftCo. This collaboration was part of a 
large national-level research programme focusing on the software 
business and cloud solutions. SoftCo was motivated to participate in the 
program due to its explicit strategic objective of rapid international 
growth. 

SoftCo was established in 2006, and at the time we collected the 
empirical material it was run by five owners. The company developed 
and sold software products to manufacturers and retailers that used 
them in their own sales practices. At the beginning of the research 
collaboration, SoftCo had 25 employees and approximately 50 cus-
tomers in Europe. The majority of SoftCo’s customers were based in the 
domestic market, where it was the market leader. At the end of the two- 
year project, SoftCo started to seek venture capitalist (VC) funding to 
achieve their growth objectives. In the negotiations with investors, 
SoftCo managers used a narrative of global success centred around two 
interdependent stories: the ‘USA story’ and the ‘Beta story’. Even though 
the initial focus of the research project was not to analyze strategic 
storytelling, these two stories became central for SoftCo’s strategizing 
during collection of empirical material. More specifically, the research 
topic of this study was defined ex post, after the research collaboration 
with SoftCo and the related research programme had ended. 

The plotline of the narrative of global success is summarized in 
Table 1 below. 

4.2. The nature of the empirical material 

Our empirical material consists of real-time participation in strategy- 
making meetings during the years 2011–2013. In the collection of 
empirical material, we draw upon the idea that knowing emerges from 
direct engagement rather than from detached observations (Barad, 

Table 1 
The plotline of the pitch.  

The Structure of SoftCo’s Venture Capital Pitch 

Strategy background  
(1) Description of actions taken in the past in preparation for execution of a global 

growth strategy  
(2) Highlights of recent sales results  

Growth strategy I - The USA story 
This story was based on accumulating future market potential and SoftCo’s intended 

rapid entry to the US market. 
SoftCo’s managers used a sales pipeline to lend credibility to their entry strategy and 

realize their ambitious sales goals.  

Growth strategy II - The Beta story 
This story was about the emergence of a completely new business concept and 

industry for SoftCo. It consisted of the following rough plotline:  
(1) The Australian company BetaCo found SoftCo through the internet and suggested 

a new kind of business deal.  
(2) Sales negotiations started with a Japanese company, “JapanCo”, which was 

similar to BetaCo.  
(3) SoftCo met and had discussions with other companies similar to BetaCo and 

JapanCo at an exhibition in Asia.  
(4) All these companies were developing new services. SoftCo discovered an 

opportunity to replicate the business logic developed with BetaCo, build an 
unprecedented business model and enter a new industry with their existing 
software product.  

Risk evaluation 
The technology risk and market risk were ‘proven’ to be minor and future success was 

dependent on strategy execution.  
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2007). Hence, longitudinal and real-time material from narrative 
strategy-making is a central aspect of our research design (Balogun, 
Huff, & Johnson, 2003; Langley, 2009; Vaara et al., 2016). We engaged 
in close collaboration with the research participants to see how they 
dealt with emerging situations (Fachin & Langley, 2017; Shotter & 
Tsoukas, 2011; Wegener & Lorino, 2020). 

Our empirical material consists of 16 face-to-face meetings with two 
SoftCo researchers and three managers. As all meetings were recorded 
and transcribed, we did not need to rely on observation notes and could 
thus analyze the strategizing verbatim from a narrative perspective in 
both the current moment and retrospectively. 

Three key managers from the company participated in the meetings: 
the CEO/Co-founder (CEO), the Chief Operating Officer/Partner (COO), 
the Sales Manager (SM), and two researchers, of which R2 is the first 
author of this study (R1 = Researcher 1, facilitator of the meetings and 
not an author of this study; R2 = Researcher 2, a participant/observer in 
the meetings / Author 1). In order to create dialogue, both researchers 
played an active role in the meetings by asking follow-up questions and 
commenting on the topics discussed. During the meetings, a high level of 
trust developed among the participants and the managers disclosed 
sensitive business information. The second author did not participate in 
collection of the empirical material. 

The initial purpose of these meetings was to explore new possibilities 
for developing the company’s business model for global growth. How-
ever, after the first meetings, it became evident that business model 
development was only one of the many issues that the managers wanted 
to discuss with the researchers. As a result, the discussions ended up 
revolving around strategic and operational issues that the managers 
considered important at the time of the meeting. We refer to these dis-
cussions as strategy-making meetings since all the issues discussed and 
developed were related to two interrelated strategic objectives – inter-
nationalization and growth. 

Each meeting started with a discussion of “what was going on” in 
strategizing and proceeded with a more focused discussion of issues 
considered relevant by the managers. These discussions ranged in length 
from 30 min to 2 to 3 h, i.e. the duration of the meetings. At nine 
meetings the discussion progressed freely and at seven meetings various 
workshop frameworks were used at the initiative of the two researchers. 
These frameworks were used both to facilitate discussion around busi-
ness development and to cover topics from various strategic viewpoints. 
The managers talked about current strategic issues and about events 
mainly related to specific customer relations, competition, software 
development and the organization of activities. Such crucial issues 
determined what was discussed during the meetings in a more detailed 
manner. By letting the managers define the topics discussed, we were 
able to minimize the bias that might have emerged from excessive active 
participation in data generation. 

These meetings took place before, during and after the managers 
constructed and used two stories – ‘the USA story’ and ‘the Beta story’ – 
to pitch their growth strategy to investors in 2013 and to communicate a 
plausible growth strategy to potential investors. The two participating 
researchers did not actively contribute to construction of the two stories, 
even though the managers included them in the discussion on several 
occasions. The empirical material thus revealed both the unfolding of 
organizational events narrated by the managers and their strategizing 
talk related to the two strategy stories. 

Table 2 below describes the recorded empirical material. 

4.3. Analysis of the empirical material 

The analysis of the empirical material was conducted by the two 
authors of the paper. The first author participated in collection of the 
empirical material in the capacity of R2. The second author did not 
participate in research collaboration with SoftCo. This enabled to 
minimize the possible biases that the first author might have brought to 
the analysis due to participation during collection of the empirical 

material. We conducted our analysis in four phases (see Fig. 1). 
First, we identified the narrative sequence of the two strategy stories 

used by the managers in negotiations with the investors. In particular, 
we looked at how the managers talked about both the content and the 
sequential structure of the stories (cf. Vaara, 2002). We started the 
analysis by reading the transcribed recordings to distinguish extracts 
from the data where the managers specifically referred to the negotia-
tions and to ascertain how they pitched the two stories to investors. As a 
result, we formulated the structure of SoftCo’s venture capital pitch and 
the two strategy stories it entailed (see Table 1). In these stories, we 
focused on their temporal structuring, namely how past, present and 
future bets were conveyed (Boje, 2008). 

Second, we coded the flow of events from the meeting transcripts 
into a timeline. This coding was based on all the issues elevated by the 
managers into the discussion throughout the two years of research 
collaboration. The purpose of this phase was to examine how managers 
narrated the flow of events in their strategizing during the two-year 
period. In particular, we coded the their talk into three categories that 
collectively formed a comprehensive picture of their strategizing, 
namely “key events”, “managers’ intentions” and” elevated challenges”. 
Subsequently, we constructed a timeline (Langley, 1999) from the 
transcripts in which the meaning of each event, intention and challenge 
was based on how the managers were discussing them at the time of the 
meeting in question. We observed that the unfolding of events contin-
uously shifted the managers’ intentions and perceptions of the key 
challenges, making the timeline seem fragmented and incoherent (Boje, 
2008). 

Table 2 
Empirical material for the study.  

Date of the 
meeting Duration 

Topics discussed 
FU = frameworks used to structure the conversation 

29.08.2011 2h 
37min 

Introduction of the company by the managers and 
general discussion about current challenges 

20.09.2011 3h 
48min 

Talk about product and customer relationships; 
managers also bring up challenges and new ideas. 
FU. 

13.10.2011 3h 
14min 

Imagining the changes that will take place in the 
future. FU. 

28.11.2011 3h 9min Creating future scenarios. FU. 
15.12.2011 2h 

16min 
Trying to determine the implications of cloud 
technologies for the current business model. FU. 

27.01.2012 2h 
47min 

General discussion, first about contemporary 
challenges, then talk about two specific customer 
cases in terms of those challenges and finally an 
attempt to work out a new, cloud-based pricing 
model (as requested by the managers). 

16.03.2012 2h 
16min 

General discussion first, then work on a new pricing 
model. 

17.04.2012 2h 
44min 

General discussion first, then work on a new pricing 
model, during which discussion takes up a couple of 
new business ideas. 

07.06.2012 1h 
53min 

General discussion first, then work on a new pricing 
model. 

10.08.2012 2h 
29min 

General discussion about what’s going on in the 
business. 

16.10.2012 2h 
26min 

General discussion about what’s going on in the 
business. 

20.12.2012 2h 
34min 

General discussion about what’s going on in the 
business. 

22.02.2013 3h 
19min 

Strategizing related to a new product concept. FU. 

10.04.2013 2h 
14min 

Strategizing related to a new product concept. FU. 

06.05.2013 2h 
55min 

General discussion (the facilitator-researcher not 
present). 

03.06.2013 1h 
38min 

General discussion first, then strategizing related to 
a new product concept. FU. 

2011− 2013 – Personal notes from the meetings. 
2011− 2013 – Material produced in the meetings together with the 

managers (PowerPoint slides). 
Hours: 43.8   
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From the timeline, we distinguished events that the managers 
considered strategically relevant. First we identified events directly 
related to the two stories used by the managers in investor pitching. 
Second, we included events, intentions and challenges not directly 
related to the two strategy stories, but identified by the managers as 
strategically relevant during the meetings. We did this to obtain an 
overall view of the key strategic events during the years 2011− 2013, 
regardless of whether the events were part of the two strategy stories 
pitched to the investors. In total, the timeline consisted of 52 key events, 
24 managers’ intentions and 31 challenges. During this phase we 
divided the timeline into three periods based on the two stories: (1) the 
period before the stories started to emerge in managers’ talk, (2) the 
period when the stories started to emerge until the first VC pitch and (3) 
the period after the investor negotiations had started. 

In the third phase, we compared the two strategy stories (outcome of 
phase 1) with the timeline of events (outcome of phase 2). The purpose 
here was to elaborate the relation between the two stories and the flow 
of events in a two-fold manner. First, we analyzed how the managers 
talked about the key past events of the two stories when they occurred 
(Fachin & Langley, 2017). We were thereby able to analyze construction 
of the two stories as they were narrated in situ by the managers 
(Wegener & Lorino, 2020). Second, we compared the future bets in the 
two stories with what actually happened after the investor negotiations. 
Hence, we were able to look at the impact of these two stories, and 
particularly their future projections on SoftCo’s strategizing after the 
investor negotiations begun. As a result, we identified both the simi-
larities and dissonances between the two stories and the ways in which 
managers talked about the key organizational events during the years 
2011− 2013. 

In the fourth phase, we zoomed in on the dissonances to better un-
derstand how and why they emerged and impacted strategy-making. We 
also went back to the meeting transcripts to get a detailed and word- 
accurate understanding of the moments where dissonances were 
observable in managers’ talk. We subsequently identified the points of 
illusion and disillusion and elaborated their role in narrative strategy- 
making. 

5. Our story of SoftCo’s strategy 

In this section, we present the chronological description of events 
related to the emergence and use of the two strategy stories from August 
2011 to June 2013 in SoftCo. We structure this description into three 
periods (see Fig. 2). Period 1 (August 2011–August 2012) covers key 
events before construction of the two strategy stories, Period 2 
(September 2012–December 2012) covers the emergence of the two 
strategy stories and Period 3 (January 2013–June 2013) describes 
events after the investor negotiations had started. 

5.1. Period 1: August 2011–August 2012: background 

At the first strategizing meeting in August 2011 the CEO described 
their situation as follows. 

CEO: “At the moment, we have choices to make. Until now, it has been so 
straightforward because we have had a very strict focus, but now we are at 
some kind of turning point where we wonder how we could take the next 
step forward with our business.” (29 August 2011) 

Although at that point in time, SoftCo’s strategic focus was on global 
growth, it was unclear how this this goal would be achieved. There were 
no longer any obvious opportunities for growth in the domestic target 
industry. However, SoftCo’s managers saw significant potential in the 
global market and initially sought rapid global growth in their current 
industry quickly before their global competitors caught up and elimi-
nated their slight technological advantage. Fig. 3 summarizes the key 
strategic events, intentions and challenges during Period 1. 

During the first meetings in 2011, the US was already mentioned as 
one of the key future markets in SoftCo’s global growth strategy. In 
addition to expanding their business geographically, the managers 
mentioned at several meetings in the autumn of 2011 that their most 
lucrative business growth opportunity lay in developing a business in-
telligence product feature. Other key objectives were formulation of a 
sales channel strategy and partial outsourcing of their product delivery. 
However, the software product lacked tools for easy content production 
that would enable such outsourcing. This was seen as a major obstacle to 
growth. In addition, the managers referred to technical risks concerning 

Fig. 1. The analysis process.  
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their product when considering the scalability of their current business 
model. In autumn 2011 and spring 2012, SoftCo proceeded incremen-
tally by targeting sales efforts to the US and a few other predesignated 
countries. 

In spring 2012 SoftCo’s the strategic focus of managers was on 
entering the US market, updating pricing, outsourcing some of the 
phases of product delivery and developing formal sales processes. 
However, at the beginning of 2012, SoftCo’s sales department received 
an unexpected email from representatives of a large Australian com-
pany, BetaCo (pseudonym), stating their interest in offering SoftCo’s 
product to their own customers as part of a new service platform. 
Importantly, the managers did not mention BetaCo’s contact when they 
discussed current strategic issues in spring 2012 and in fact referred to it 
for the first time in June 2012, and then only in passing as they discussed 
new pricing models. In particular, the managers pondered revamping 
the pricing model for potential customers considered strategically sig-
nificant at that time for SoftCo’s global growth. 

CEO: “Customer X [in Europe] represents a major step [in scale] in terms 
of our yearly license fees. (…). And then we have a few others [cus-
tomers] in the pipeline that are global in a similar way and who operate in 
this industry“. 
COO: “Then we have another… [referring to a pricing model] which we 
have tested. The case is now going into a trial phase. Thus, it’s not official 
or anything yet. It is in Australia [first reference to BetaCo].” (7 June 
2012) 

After the reference above, the COO elaborated the pricing model 
related to the BetaCo case, although nothing in the three managers’ talk 
indicated that BetaCo had any strategic significance. The case from 
Australia attracted the attention of R2 and led her to request clarifica-
tion. However, the COO belittled the inquiry by stating that “It is still only 
a concept, coming into a trial phase”, and “It is only coming, I mentioned it 
only to indicate that we are trying another pricing model.” This discussion of 
BetaCo’s pricing model was over in three minutes. 

During summer 2012, SoftCo made a strategic decision to increase 
their sales efforts in the US and hired a US-based sales manager. The new 
sales manager had previously worked for SoftCo’s competitor and hence 

already had a good network of potential buyers for developing a sales 
pipeline. In August 2012, the CEO also explained that their aim was to 
obtain external funding in 2013. Accordingly, the managers started to 
consider what would be the most successful pitch for their business. 

5.2. Period 2: September 2012–December 2012. The storyline ‘thickens’ 

In Period 2, SoftCo’s two strategy stories started to emerge in man-
agers’ talk. Fig. 4 summarizes the key events related to the emergence of 
the two strategy stories. 

5.2.1. Events related to emergence of the Beta Story 
In October 2012 SoftCo’s managers started to discuss the BetaCo 

offer and explained it in more detail. Since the prospects seemed 
extremely lucrative, the managers began negotiations with BetaCo. They 
shared the sales and revenue scenarios related to the BetaCo case with 
the research team at the same meeting. By that point in time, the figures 
in those scenarios indicated exponential growth in comparison with 
previous customer cases and hence the managers seemed enthusiastic 
about future opportunities related to BetaCo. They stressed that before 
the first contact by BetaCo, they had not even considered the possibility 
of any collaboration with companies in BetaCo’s industry. 

SM: “This is very interesting. I couldn’t understand X [the same type of 
company as BetaCo] wanting to be our customer here in the domestic 
market. I could not understand it at all.” (16 October 2012) 

In terms of strategy, the importance of the BetaCo case started to 
increase when the managers realized that its business logic could be 
replicated globally. At this point in time, the CEO revealed that they had 
also started negotiations in Japan with a company similar to BetaCo; we 
refer to it here as “JapanCo”. SoftCo’s sales manager in Asia had also met 
with representatives of five other Asian companies operating in the same 
industry (the Beta industry) as BetaCo and JapanCo at an exhibition and 
started discussions with them. The excerpt below illustrates how Soft-
Co’s strategic focus began to shift perceptibly as the managers recog-
nized the emerging opportunities related to the Beta industry and began 
to talk about them aloud. The CEO’s final comment below particularly 

Fig. 2. The periods of time related to strategy narration.  

Fig. 3. Strategic events, intentions and challenges in period 1.  

J. Myllykoski and A. Rantakari                                                                                                                                                                                                             



Scandinavian Journal of Management 38 (2022) 101195

7

illustrates how they had found a new purposefulness for their global 
growth through this new strategic focus. 

CEO: “And now about replicating this. When we got these two contacts 
[referring to BetaCo and JapanCo], bells finally started to ring in our 
heads. Everyone [in the Beta industry] is now looking for additional 
services.” 
R1: “They are trying to differentiate. You have a huge opportunity here.” 
CEO: “The situation right now is unbelievable. I would say that after a 
long time, there’s finally a kind of new ‘vibe’ here, and I feel that there 
seems to be a new scenario of sorts in all this.” (16 October 2012) 

In December 2012, the CEO repeated the emerging plotline of the 
Beta story as follows. 

CEO: “This is not only the Australian case, but it is actually ‘Beta’. 
BetaCo just happens to be in Australia. But “Beta” and “Beta cloud” are 
actually the case we’re talking about. So, we have noticed that all the 
companies in the “Beta” industry are talking about cloud services. And 
we have worked out that many of them are now developing such services, 
especially in Asia. And related to BetaCo, they found us and concluded 
that our product is exactly what they need to create a service to be offered 
through the cloud. And now we have the trial phase with them.(…) So, 
this was Australia, and then JapanCo, in Japan. And they have the same 
ideas about the cloud. We are currently discussing it with them. So, 
replicating this concept seems possible. And then there was the seminar 
that I talked about last time. Where we had 3–5 “Beta” companies in 
Asia. That are working on the same issues. (20 December 2012) 

From a narrative perspective, the excerpt above shows how the CEO 
had started to refer directly to BetaCo’s industry, i.e.“Beta”. Hence, the 
CEO discursively connected several business discussions and negotia-
tions to form a coherent story of a new business area for SoftCo. Thus, 
the Beta story started to emerge when real sales cases were associated in 
a future bet and collectively formed a coherent plotline. However, even 
though these sales cases were initially unrelated and uninteresting, they 
became strategic once the CEO narrated them as elements of the same 
story. Thus, connecting these past events into a temporally coherent 
plotline enabled the CEO to notice and articulate their new strategic 
focus. 

Although in October 2012 the CEO explained that they had opened 
up five discussions with companies in BetaCo’s industry during an 
exhibition in Asia, in the above excerpt in December 2012 he refers more 
vaguely to 3–5 companies and describes the event as a seminar. This 
reveals two key issues about the emergence of strategy narratives. First, 

it accentuates the role of narrative repetition (Dailey & Browning, 2014) 
in the construction of strategy narratives. Second, it reveals how telling 
and retelling the stories entail reinterpretation of the meaning of past 
events (Schultz & Hernes, 2013). 

5.2.2. Events related to emergence of the USA Story 
At a meeting in October 2012, the CEO talked about two sales cases 

in the US. He mentioned that they expected to sign the first contract in a 
month. At the following meeting in December 2012, the managers 
explained that the new US sales manager had already created a prom-
ising sales pipeline in autumn 2012 and that expectations regarding the 
volume for 2013 were high. As SoftCo had signed its first contract in the 
USA by the end of 2012, investment in entering the US market seemed to 
be paying off. At the same time, SoftCo had started negotiations with 
another major customer in the USA. The CEO explained that these ne-
gotiations were in the final phases and it was only a matter of time 
before they closed a deal. 

5.2.3. Preparing for the VC pitches: ‘Seeing’ the stories 
At a meeting in December 2012, the CEO elaborated the content of 

the two stories they were planning to pitch to the VCs: 

CEO: Now we actually have two ideas about the message we wish to 
deliver to the VCs. One is the Beta idea and the other is the USA idea, 
namely the potential in the US. … we have a pitch at the end of January 
[2013], where we’ll test our message. And at the moment we can show… 
we are thinking now that we go there with the market potential in the US. 
So, that will be the “thread” of our seven-minute pitch. […] We could 
raise interest in it and begin to tell this story properly. And when we get a 
chance to really sit down, then we have two stories. We have “USA” and 
then we have “Beta”. The global aspect is the key in all this. This is the 
idea we are taking there. (20 December 2012) 

In the same project meeting, the CEO summarized the past year: 

CEO: “We have taken major steps this autumn! And I think that this is 
why I feel that I don’t have time to do everything I should. We have 
changed our accounting company and reorganised everything. And these 
other changes related to our [cloud] infra, sales and [content]production, 
I mean, all of those aim to make us just about ready for what we have 
ahead of us in the next few years. And this has been a pain, to get 
everything ready, I mean major preparations, but I just felt that this was 
the last moment to get these things in order.” (20 December 2012) 

In the above quotation, the CEO described their past actions by 

Fig. 4. Key events in period 2.  
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connecting them to their future growth aims and framed them as 
consistent preparatory actions for the future. It is interesting that 
reframing actually seemed to have happened for the first time at this 
meeting in December 2012, as is shown in the following excerpt. 

CEO: “Actually, when I opened up this [actions taken during the autumn] 
for you here, I had not analyzed it like this before, I can see that we have 
actually aimed towards the future in all our operative areas. Particularly 
during this past year. (…) At least for me, this [discussion] structured 
things; after opening this case to you, I understand much better what has 
happened this autumn [laughing]. […] Retrospectively, it looks like this 
has been really consistent, but that’s not really true.” (20 December 
2012) 

The above passage also shows that when the CEO elaborated ‘what 
had happened’ during the past year to the two researchers, he realized 
himself the importance of past actions for the company’s future. Thus, it 
is noteworthy that the two above excerpts are from a meeting in which 
the CEO talked extensively about” what’s going on” at SoftCo; during the 
meeting the two participating researchers tried not to interfere with the 
flow and content of the discussion. Thus, the researchers did not 
participate in construction of the two strategy stories. A perceptible shift 
in meaning occurred when the CEO noticed how their previous actions 
had actually aimed at the future. It is noteworthy that reframing in 
strategic terms also made the actions look consistent from the perspec-
tive of strategy implementation. However, as the CEO himself admitted, 
the consistency was created ex post. 

5.3. Period 3: January 2013–June 2013. After the use of the two strategy 
stories 

After the first investor pitch held in January 2013, the CEO elabo-
rated their story as follows: 

CEO: We’ve now had the discussions with the investors. We had six 20- 
minute, face-to-face pitches. And after that we have had longer visits 
with two investors, and I rehearsed this story at these meetings. In short, 
the year 2012 was for us: You probably remember these from the last 
meeting – creation of the sales process, revamping our accounting, setting 
up the cloud environment and then the outsourcing. These steps were to be 
taken for this year. And the results from last year were, first reference 
customers in Japan, entering the Australian market with a novel concept, 
and then now, on the last day of the year, we signed up the first customer 
in the US. (22 February 2013) 

In the following, the managers elaborated the content of their first 
investor pitch in January 2013. 

R2: Which story did you present first in that pitch, the “USA” or the 
“Beta”? 
CEO: The“USA”. In a way, the “Beta” is still unconfirmed, whereas the 
USA is a clear story. In just six months we have created a sales pipeline in 
the USA that estimates 2.5 million dollars in sales for us. 
R1: For the next year? 
CEO: Well, actually, for the first quarter. The potential for the first 
quarter is [X dollars]. Of course, we don’t have enough time to generate 
that much sales, but this is the potential that we have created in six 
months. 
COO: The potential in the sales pipeline is for Q1, so it’ll probably be 
realised in six months or so. (…) However, to have time to sign the deals 
and implement them… 
CEO: One man can’t do it, but anyway, that it was built up fast and is 
there. So, this is the story we told. (22 February 2013) 

The above conversation opens up how the “USA story” was told. It 
was significant that the story relied on the closing of several deals in the 
USA. The sales pipeline played a key role in building a plausible and 
temporally coherent story culminating in future success. Hence, the 

managers relied on finalization of the ongoing negotiations when telling 
the story of the US sales potential. In other words, the fact that the ne-
gotiations with several companies in the US market had started and 
proceeded apace was used as preliminary evidence of SoftCo’s ability to 
realize its US growth strategy. In the following, we describe the events 
after the investor pitches in spring 2013. However, in this phase the 
focus is on the events related to the USA story since at this point it 
impacted strategic decision-making at SoftCo. The Beta story proceeded 
in the background according to plan. Fig. 5 summarizes these events. 

In April 2013, the CEO explained that they had started two formal 
negotiations with investors. In parallel with these negotiations, SoftCo 
had closed a minor deal in the USA. However, the sales team had not yet 
been able to close a larger deal in the USA that they had already been 
negotiating for months. The CEO explained that since the final stages of 
those negotiations had already lasted so long, he was not prepared to 
offer even an estimate of when the deal would be closed. This affected 
the timing of the investor negotiations significantly. 

CEO: And now, in terms of the investors, I would wait for us to close this 
huge deal, so then we would be able to show the investors [X dollars] in 
realised sales in the US. Because the last time we discussed it with them I 
said that we have the first deal and, in addition, ongoing discussions there. 
And then, a couple of months later, we could say that we have almost 
nailed [X dollars] in sales. So, it’s a different thing to go there and say 
that, hey, last time we said we were on our way and now we’re there. We 
have shown and verified. So, this is what I’m waiting for. Thus, we won’t 
make the full push to the investors now since we have only minor news, 
namely that we have another customer. But, it’ll be a completely different 
game when we close this third deal, which is five times bigger… (10 April 
2013) 

The above indicates that the CEO had already shared details of their 
sales pipeline with the investors and wanted to close the first deals 
before continuing negotiations with the investor. This may be seen as the 
first time when execution of the future bets of the US story were given 
strategic priority over other pressing issues. More specifically, since 
SoftCo had not yet closed this deal, the managers eventually postponed 
the negotiations. 

In May 2013 the CEO explained that the main sales deal in the US 
would be delayed even further due to an unexpected turn of events with 
respect to finalization of the contract. 

R2: Are you now waiting to close this deal before proceeding with the 
investor negotiations? 
CEO: It was a bit of a bad decision to wait for it, but at that time it looked 
like we would get it the next week. It looked all the time like we were just 
about to sign the deal. And therefore, we didn’t continue those [the VC 
negotiations] yet, because we wanted [to tell] them the good news. (6 
May 2013) 

Since SoftCo was unable to close the flagship sales deal related to the 
USA story, the on-going investor negotiations posed a prolonged credi-
bility problem for the managers in their strategy execution. Although the 
managers initially thought that the unclosed deal would delay the 
investor negotiations only by a few weeks, in the end the delay stretched 
to nearly six months. This heavily impacted SoftCo’s ability to proceed 
quickly in accordance with their global growth strategy. In sum, instead 
of adjusting their strategy according to the flow of events, the managers 
continued to pursue realization of the USA story even though in the 
meetings in April, May and June, they had repeatedly reported disap-
pointments and delays in closing the deal. Table 3 below summarizes the 
emergence and use of the two strategy stories. 

6. Points of illusion and disillusion in narrative strategy-making 

Our analysis revealed dissonances between how managers talked 
about the key organizational events during the years 2011− 2013 and 
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the two strategy stories. We conceptualize these dissonances as the point 
of illusion and the point of disillusion in narrative strategy-making 
(Table 4). First, the point of illusion was related to the emergence of 
the Beta story, which reflected a situation in which a strategy story was 
based on retrospective narrating of the past events into a coherent 
strategy story. Second, the point of disillusion was related to the USA 
story, which reflected a situation in which a strategy story relied on a 
future bet that was never realized. 

6.1. Point of illusion 

The point of illusion describes the moment when the narrated meaning 
of the past deviates perceptibly from the meaning given to events when 
they occurred. Hence, despite being based on real past events, the 
meaning of these events was redefined for the story to follow a 

temporally coherent and compelling plotline. This dissonance between 
the story and the flow of events does not mean that the strategy story 
entirely fictional, but at the same time neither does the story represent 
the actual unfolding of events (Barry & Elmes, 1997). 

The Beta story was distinctive because it was based on unintended 
and unforeseen events (MacKay & Chia, 2013) that eventually led 
managers to shift SoftCo’s strategic focus. In the emergence of this story, 
the point of illusion was the point in time when managers rewove events 
that had initially seemed random into a consistent plotline by retro-
spectively narrating the causality between them. Thus, the managers 
imparted new strategic meanings to the past events by narrating a 
coherence that they could not have previously anticipated. In addition, 
renarrating the meaning of the past events was intrinsincally linked to 
the managers’ prospective sensemaking, which allowed them to narrate 
a novel future bet. In the Beta story, both past and future was shaped by 
continuous change in the meaning of the present moment (Hernes, 
2014; Schultz & Hernes, 2013). This fabricated narrative coherence 
created a sense of purposefulness (Chia & Holt, 2006) that enabled the 
managers to pursue change in SoftCo’s strategic direction. 

6.2. Point of disillusion 

The point of disillusion describes a moment when the fictive nature of 
the future bet of the fully formed narrative becomes visible. In other 
words, the point of disillusion emerges when the actual unfolding of 
events contradicts the ex ante narrated future bet (Boje, 2008), thereby 

Fig. 5. Key events in period 3.  

Table 3 
Summary of the emergence and use of the strategy stories.   

Beta story USA story 

Phase 
1 

SoftCo was contacted by an 
organisation (BetaCo) operating in 
an industry completely out of 
SoftCo’s strategic scope (Beta). 
Soon thereafter, SoftCo received 
another contact from a firm in the 
Beta industry. These led to two 
seemingly separate sales 
negotiations. In addition, 3–5 
early-stage sales discussions were 
initiated. 

SoftCo decided to invest in entering 
the US market as part of their 
global growth strategy. SoftCo 
hired a new sales manager who 
started to contact potential 
customers in the US market.  

Phase 
2 

SoftCo’s managers recognized an 
opportunity to replicate BetaCo’s 
business model and build a 
completely new business area in 
the future. The managers used this 
business opportunity to connect 
the separate sales cases to a 
coherent and plausible storyline. 
By so doing, they started to 
redefine the meaning of the events 
that occurred in phase 1. 

SoftCo’s managers talked about 
and stressed the importance of 
sales potential in the US market. 
SoftCo developed a stepwise sales 
model for managing global growth 
and creating accurate sales 
estimates. This model entailed a 
sales pipeline and managers used it 
to demonstrate SoftCo’s ability to 
realize their US entry strategy. This 
was used as an underlying thread 
that enabled the managers to 
communicate the US sales 
potential.  

Phase 
3 

The managers did not refer to the 
Beta story after the VC 
negotiations had started. At that 
time the BetaCo case was in a trial 
period and going as planned. 

Closing of the main planned sales 
deal was delayed significantly. The 
USA story started to constrain 
strategy-making since the 
managers had to postpone the VC 
negotiations due to credibility 
issues related to delays in closing 
the deal.  

Table 4 
Summary of the findings.   

Point of illusion Point of disillusion 

Description Retrospective redefinition of the 
meaning of past events as part of 
narrative strategizing. 

The point in time at which the 
dissonance between the future 
bet of a narrative and the 
actual unfolding of events is 
recognized.  

How it 
forms? 

The lived events are 
retrospectively constructed as a 
strategy story that rewrites their 
initial meaning. 

The predefined narrative 
future bet contrasts with the 
actual unfolding of events, 
thereby revealing the 
dissonance between them.  

Implications The point of illusion enabled 
strategic change, since the 
redefinition of past events 
created an illusion of coherence 
and purposefulness in 
strategizing. 

The point of disillusion made 
the dissonance between the 
future bet of the strategy story 
and the flow of events explicit. 
The problem was that the 
story limited the ability of the 
managers to address 
unexpected events in 
strategizing.  
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revealing dissonance between them. In our study, the point of disillusion 
emerged when the managers realized that the actual unfolding of events 
were dissonant with the future bet of the USA story. 

The USA story started to constrain strategy renewal, since the man-
agers chose to focus on realizing the future bet of the story even though 
this bet had begun to seem less realistic (cf. Garud, Schildt, & Lant, 
2014). Thus, instead of adjusting the strategy narrative according to the 
unfolding of events, the managers started to adjust other key strategic 
actions, such as repeatedly delay the investor negotiations. The USA 
story therefore provides an example of how managers became trapped in 
a compelling story they themselves had constructed. This narrative trap 
was amplified each time the managers talked as if the flagship sales deal 
was on the verge of conclusion. Hence, our study shows the power of a 
fictional future bet in constraining action and also how in the context of 
strategy-making, managers may become so engaged in realizing a story 
they have already shared with others that it becomes hard to alter the 
course of action (Garud et al., 2014). 

6.3. Theoretically framing the findings 

Based on our findings, we developed a conceptual model (see Fig. 6) 
that elucidates the relation between narrative strategy-making and the 
flow of events. 

The point of illusion reveals the dissonance between the past con-
structed in the strategy narrative and the initial meaning of the events at 
the time of their occurrence. This dissonance depicts the differences in 
temporal perspectives (Schultz & Hernes, 2013) between fully formed 
strategy narratives and living storytelling (Boje, 2008; Dawson & Sykes, 
2019). More specifically, whereas the fully formed strategy narratives 
consist of a coherent and linear temporal trajectory between past, pre-
sent and future (Gabriel, 2004), living storytelling by the strategists 
entails continuous retelling (Shotter & Tsoukas, 2011) of the meaning of 
the past, present and future ‘in time’. It is notable that the point of 
illusion provides an example of how these two temporal perspectives, 
namely ‘over time’ narration in the fully formed strategy narratives and 
‘in time’ narration in living storytelling, may co-exist in narrative 
strategy-making even though they may appear to be ontologically par-
adoxical (Myllykoski & Rantakari, 2018). Furthermore, the point of 
illusion in narrative strategy-making illustrates how managers rely on 
partially fictional linearity when formulating strategies and how this 

linearity enables them to organize future action. 
The point of disillusion reveals the dissonance between the future bet 

of the strategy narrative and the actual unfolding of events. Moreover, 
the point of disillusion takes place only when the narrator recognizes 
this dissonance. Having said this, recognizing that the future bet is not in 
accordance with the flow of events may not necessarily mean that the 
narrator is able or willing to give up on the objectives incorporated in 
the strategy narrative. In our case, the reason for sticking with realiza-
tion of the future bet despite its dissonance with the flow of events was 
that the previous disclosures of the strategy narrative with the investors 
made any manoeuvring that did not conform with the narrative seem 
strategically inconsistent or less relevant. Counterintuitively, the strat-
egy narrative played an agential role (Rantakari & Vaara, 2017) in the 
managers’ decision to repeatedly delay investor negotiations. 

7. Discussion and contributions 

In this paper, we have set out to obtain a better understanding of the 
relation between narrative strategy-making and the flow of organiza-
tional events. To do this, we examined the construction and use of two 
strategy stories in a software company seeking fast global growth. With 
our findings, we contribute to narrative strategy research (Barry & 
Elmes, 1997; Boje et al., 2016; Fenton & Langley, 2011; Sonenshein, 
2010) as follows. First, while previous organization research has already 
shown the fragmented and non-linear nature of organizational story-
telling (Boje, 2014; Rantakari & Vaara, 2017; Vaara et al., 2016), 
narrative strategy research has still focused mainly on the production 
and consumption of fully-formed strategy narratives (Balogun et al., 
2015; Dalpiaz & Di Stefano, 2018; de la Ville & Mounoud, 2015; 
Sonenshein, 2010). Our study extends narrative strategy research by 
providing conceptualizations of the points of illusion and disillusion that 
elucidate the processual dynamics between narrative strategy-making 
and the flow of events. 

On the one hand, with the point of illusion in narrative strategy- 
making, we show how managers renarrated the meaning of past 
events to construct a fully formed strategy narrative. Identification of 
the point of illusion allowed us to show how a fully formed strategy 
narrative emerged in the flow of events as a result of retrospective 
narration that overwrites the original meaning of events. Prior narrative 
strategy research has already acknowledged that a fully formed strategy 

Fig. 6. The relation between strategy narrative and the flow of events.  
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narrative may entail fictional elements to build a compelling and 
coherent storyline (Barry & Elmes, 1997). Furthermore, research on 
temporal work has shown how strategists form various interpretations of 
the past, present and future in order to construct a coherent strategic 
account (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2013). We add to these insights by 
providing an empirical elaboration of how the strategists combined 
fictional and non-fictional elements into a narrative strategy that was 
consequential for the organization (Jarzabkowski et al., 2021). 

On the other hand, while previous narrative strategy research has 
argued for the usefulness of strategy narratives in the implementation of 
strategic change (Küpers et al., 2013; Sonenshein, 2010; Vaara & Tie-
nari, 2011), the point of disillusion in our case challenges this idea by 
showing how the strategy story, when already shared with external 
stakeholders, actually constrained strategizing since managers were 
unable to let go of the future objectives even when they began to seem 
unrealistic. Similar logic has already been suggested in the context of 
entrepreneurial storytelling (Garud et al., 2014). Furthermore, our study 
highlights how the managers themselves became trapped in a compel-
ling storyof their own making. Hence, our study shows that the strategy 
narrative became agentic on its own in relation to the strategists’ 
decision-making (Rantakari & Vaara, 2017; Pälli, 2018). 

Second, while previous research on organizational storytelling has 
already elaborated the multiple temporal perpectives embedded in 
narratives (Boje, 2014; Cunliffe et al., 2004; Dawson & Sykes, 2019), 
up-to-date narrative strategy research has mainly focused on the pro-
duction and consumption of fully formed strategy narratives (de la Ville 
& Mounoud, 2015) that reflect a linear sequence of events ‘over time’. 
Our study enriches narrative strategy research by showing how ‘over 
time’ strategy narratives and ‘in time’ strategic storytelling co-exis, and 
how the dynamic between these two forms of narration enables, con-
strains and constitutes strategy-making. We therefore suggest that the 
temporal coherence of a strategy narrative should only be perceived as a 
temporary achievement. 

These findings also have value for strategy practitioners. First, 
strategists would benefit from being aware of the dissonance between 
their over-time narratives and their everyday strategizing. In particular, 
by being more conscious of how narrative strategies may accentuate 
certain events over others by constructing temporal coherence, man-
agers should not lose sight of events “outside the official strategy 
narrative” and also consider their relevance to future strategic out-
comes. Second, by consciously reflecting on how already told strategy 
narratives may constrain strategic renewal, strategists may avoid the 
pitfall of becoming trapped in a compelling story of their own making. 

In the above-mentioned ways, our study addresses the recent calls to 
examine narrative strategy-making as a situated and contextual phe-
nomenon (Boje et al., 2016; Küpers et al., 2013; Vaara & Pedersen, 
2013). However, our analysis is subject to limitations that open up av-
enues for future research. First, even though participating in the 
strategy-making meetings enabled us to gain in-depth, real-time data on 
strategy-making, we call for additional studies that build upon partici-
patory empirical material of daily operations that would further allow 
more profound elaboration on the emergence of strategy narratives. 
Second, while much of the narrative strategy research has focused on 
how narratives enable strategy-making by enhancing shared 
meaning-making (Dalpiaz & Di Stefano, 2018; Sonenshein, 2010), we 
suggest that the constraining effects of strategy narratives require more 
attention in different empirical contexts in order to fully unpack the 
question why narratives constrain strategizing. 
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