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This paper appraises and evaluates more than three decades of empirical research on
strategic change. Strategic change research has traditionally built on either the deterministic view or the voluntaristic view – two opposing perspectives with fundamentally
different assumptions about the influence of managers on the fortunes of organizations.
In addition, a dialectical view on strategic change, which aims to bridge the two traditional views, has emerged. Despite the richness and value of research within these
three perspectives, the continued accumulation of isolated and idiosyncratic insights
adds little to the understanding of strategic change. In this paper, therefore, the authors assess, contrast and integrate research across the three perspectives in order to
foster one cumulative body of knowledge about strategic change and to provide guidance for future research. Based on an analysis of 119 studies published in the leading
academic journals in the fields of strategy and management, they consolidate existing
knowledge and identify shortcomings in the cumulative body of research. On the basis
of this assessment concerning prior research foci, study designs and assumptions, the
authors propose four pathways for future research across the three perspectives that
they believe can help foster full understanding of strategic change: (1) examinations of
different types, processes and outcomes of strategic change; (2) expansion of the scope
of actors considered in relation to strategic change; (3) exploration of the non-linear
nature of strategic change; and (4) investigations of strategic change conundrums.

Introduction
Strategic change is a key concern in the fields of
management and strategy (e.g. Hofer and Schendel
1978; Nag et al. 2007b; Rajagopalan and Spreitzer
1997). It is generally understood as a major organizational change that is manifest in a shift in the
firm’s mission, or in its scope, priorities and goals
(Fiss and Zajac 2006; Gioia et al. 1994; Mantere
et al. 2012). Although important questions about the
causes and consequences of strategic change remain,
scholars generally agree that such change is necessary and can have significant consequences for firms’
long-term performance and survival (e.g. Carpenter
2000; Haveman 1992; Kelly and Amburgey 1991;
Teplensky et al. 1993).
Scholars have used various theories and methods
to study a variety of phenomena related to strategic
change (Bergh and Fairbank 2002; Ginsberg 1988;

Rajagopalan and Spreitzer 1997; Van de Ven and
Poole 2005). In line with the long tradition in organizational research (Bourgeois 1984; Astley and Van de
Ven 1983), the extant research on strategic change has
traditionally built on two opposing views of the roles
of the environment and managers in determining the
fortunes of organizations. Whereas the deterministic
view attributes a rather limited role to managers in
the context of strategic change (e.g. Aldrich 1979;
Hannan and Freeman 1977), the voluntaristic perspective assumes that managers have considerable influence over strategic change (e.g. Astley and Van de
Ven 1983; Child 1972; Miles et al. 1978). In addition,
a dialectical perspective, which attempts to bridge the
two traditional, opposing perspectives, has emerged.
This perspective aims to offer a more balanced approach, viewing strategic change as a result of environmental determinism and managerial choice (e.g.
Hrebiniak and Joyce 1985; MacKay and Chia 2013).
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The knowledge that has emerged from these perspectives is idiosyncratic to some extent. First, the
perspectives explore somewhat different facets of
strategic change. For example, the deterministic perspective typically focuses on such questions as: When
does change occur? What are the long-term implications of change (e.g. survival)? In contrast, the
voluntaristic perspective focuses on such questions
as: Who can be associated with change? How does
change unfold? What are the intermediate and performance outcomes of change? Second, even when
scholars explore similar facets of strategic change,
their perspective affects their explanations of when,
how and why strategic change occurs as well as their
views on the implications of such change. For example, the three perspectives differ in their views
on whether the organization’s alignment with its external environment is determined by exogenous factors (deterministic perspective), induced by strategic
leaders (voluntaristic perspective), or shaped by both
structural constraints and strategic leaders’ actions
(dialectical perspective). Although such differences
can give rise to contradictory findings, they also hold
the potential for complementary insights. Third, the
combined body of research rests on a number of assumptions. For example, all three perspectives seem
to assume that strategic change is difficult and that it
has mostly beneficial consequences. These assumptions and others may need to be challenged in order
to expand our thinking.
Despite the value and richness of research within
these three perspectives, the continued accumulation
of idiosyncratic, inconclusive and sometimes even
contradictory findings restricts a comprehensive understanding of strategic change. Therefore, we need
to consolidate the insights shared across the perspectives, identify contradictory findings and highlight
‘white spots’ that can only be uncovered by looking
at all the perspectives. Thus, the purposes of this paper
are to shed light on the issues addressed by these perspectives; to compare and contrast the extant findings
by identifying similar and divergent themes, thereby
uncovering the most important relationships; and to
highlight promising areas for future research.
It is important to delineate our study from other
scholars’ work. The importance of the topic, which
is reflected in the sheer number and variety of studies, has led others scholars to review strategic change
research from various angles. Such work includes a
review of the concept and measurement of strategic
change (Ginsberg 1988), a review integrating the content and process schools (Rajagopalan and Spreitzer

1997), and a review of research focused on the interplay between leadership succession and strategic
change (Hutzschenreuter et al. 2012). While these
studies have helped advance research on strategic
change in important ways, they have had different
aims. Our study complements these works. By contrasting and integrating prior research along the three
perspectives, this study exposes common themes,
mixed findings, potentially narrow research foci and
widely held assumptions in strategic change research
that could be addressed in future research.
In accordance with the purposes of this study, we
proceed as follows. First, we briefly revisit the foundations and general assumptions of the three perspectives. We also explain our systematic approach to
identifying and analysing the extant literature. Second, we summarize and evaluate the extant knowledge within each of the three perspectives. Third,
after synthesizing this knowledge across the three
perspectives, we appraise and evaluate the accumulated state of this research field. On the basis of these
insights, we then highlight important directions for
future research. Finally, we present our concluding
remarks.

Background
Domain of strategic change
Given the wealth of research on strategic change, it is
no surprise that different definitions exist. These definitions emphasize various aspects of strategic change,
such as its purpose (e.g. alignment with the external
environment), its boundaries (e.g. a radical organizational change) or the actors involved (e.g. top managers). For the purpose of our review, we follow others
(Fiss and Zajac 2006; Mantere et al. 2012) in building on Gioia et al. (1994, p. 364) to define strategic
change as an undertaking that involves ‘either a redefinition of organizational mission or a substantial shift
in overall priorities and goals to reflect new emphases
or direction’. This definition focuses on the scope of
the strategic change concept, which makes it useful
for drawing clear boundaries around the scope of our
study.
This definition also enables us to delineate ‘strategic change’ from related concepts, such as ‘organizational change’ and ‘strategic renewal’. Although
‘strategic change’ and ‘organizational change’ have
sometimes been used interchangeably, and although
their delineation has provoked debate (e.g. Mintzberg
and Westley 1992), our definition enables us to
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distinguish between them. Organizational change is
a relatively broad concept that includes changes in
various elements of an organization, such as structure, identity and the workforce (e.g. Siggelkow 2001,
2002; Weick and Quinn 1999), while strategic change
is a narrower concept that includes only organizational changes that are strategic (e.g. Ginsberg 1988;
Nadler and Tushman 1989; Rajagopalan and Spreitzer
1997).
Similarly, although drawing clear conceptual
boundaries between ‘strategic change’ and ‘strategic
renewal’ is challenging, a survey of prior definitions
reveals that ‘strategic renewal’ research typically applies an ‘evolutionary’ perspective to studies of strategic redirection (e.g. Burgelman 1991, 2002; Floyd
and Lane 2000; Huff et al. 1992). For instance, Floyd
and Lane (2000, p. 155) define strategic renewal as
‘an evolutionary process associated with promoting,
accommodating and utilizing new knowledge and innovative behavior in order to bring about change in
an organization’s core competencies and/or a change
in its product market domain’. Moreover, this evolutionary process is ‘virtually continuous’ (Huff et al.
1992). Thus, in line with others, we view strategic
renewal as a related but separate research stream in
which works are ‘squarely focused on strategic renewal (e.g. Huff et al. 1992; Floyd and Lane 2000)’
(Agarwal and Helfat 2009, p. 281). These conceptual delineations are important for our study, and we
return to them in our method section.
It is also important to note that our definition captures all types of strategic change studies, including
variance- and process-focussed strategic change research (Mohr 1982; Poole et al. 2000; Tsoukas 2005;
Van de Ven and Poole 2005). Whereas scholars using
a variance approach centre on what changes and on
the antecedents and consequences of those changes,
researchers adopting a process approach focus on
how change unfolds (Langley 1999; Rajagopalan
and Spreitzer 1997; Van de Ven and Poole 2005). In
focusing on the antecedents and outcomes of strategic
change, variance studies aim to explain when strategic
change occurs and how other variables are affected by
such change (Van de Ven and Poole 2005). Research
questions are typically studied using large samples
and such methods as surveys (Barker and Barr 2002),
and time-series and event-history models (Cui et al.
2011). In contrast, the process approach focuses on
the phases through which strategic changes progress.
It includes the roles of change agents along with
the actions and methods used to implement strategic
change. These studies typically rely on qualitative
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methods to analyse the dynamics of change, and
they typically use direct observations or case studies
(Denis et al. 2001). In this review, we incorporate all
types of strategic change research in order to provide
a holistic picture of the antecedents, processes and
outcomes of strategic change.
Three perspectives on strategic change
As already noted, we anchor our review of strategic
change research in three broad perspectives (Astley
and Van de Ven 1983; Bourgeois 1984; Hrebiniak and
Joyce 1985): (1) the deterministic; (2) the voluntaristic; and (3) the dialectical perspectives. As summarized in Table 1 and described below, these perspectives build on fundamentally different premises.
The deterministic perspective views strategic
change as an externally driven process determined
by institutional and environmental pressures (e.g.
Aldrich 1979; Hannan and Freeman 1977). In this
perspective, the role of organizational actors is limited
to reacting to exogenous changes in the environment.
Deterministic theorists, who stress the difficulty and
rarity of strategic change, propose that firms are unable to change easily owing to various internal and
external constraints (e.g. Aldrich 1979; DiMaggio
and Powell 1983; Hannan and Freeman 1977). The
impact of managerial choice on organizational outcomes, although not completely denied, is believed to
be weak (e.g. Pfeffer and Salancik 1978) because environmental and structural conditions constrain managerial action so that managers cannot substantially
change the firm’s strategy (e.g. Aldrich 1979; Hannan
and Freeman 1977).
This perspective assumes that strategic change is
constrained by resource scarcity, structural inertia
and convergence toward industry norms. First, as
organizations are unable to produce internally all
of the required resources, their survival depends
on external resources (Aldrich and Pfeffer 1976;
Pfeffer and Salancik 1978). Strategically important
resources create a strong basis for organizational
power. Thus, altering the internal power distribution
to match changes in critical contingencies is one
important way in which organizations can remain
aligned with changing environments and increase
their chances of survival (Pfeffer and Salancik
1978). Second, scholars in this camp emphasize that
organizations’ tendencies to remain inert are one of
the major barriers to strategic change. Organizations
are assumed to experience high levels of structural
inertia during periods of stability or increasing size,
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Table 1. Theoretical perspectives and approaches of studying strategic change
Deterministic perspective
Premises

Environment
Objective phenomenon which
constrains and controls the
organization
Organization
Organizations as a whole (one
entity) or bundle of subsystems
Role of managers
Managerial action is reactive and
confined by the power of
environmental changes and
structural conditions.

Dialectical perspective

Voluntaristic perspective

Enacted by individuals which is,
in turn, a constraint for the
organization

A subjective experienced
phenomenon and enacted by
individuals

Formal organization populated by
individuals with perceptions

Set of different single elements
(informal relational patterns)

Within restricted areas of
decision-making, managers
can purposely enact, define,
and otherwise affect their
domain.

Managers are autonomous agents
who act proactively and
creatively to alter their firms’
destinies.

Exemplary theories

Institutional theory, population
ecology, contingency theory,
punctuated equilibrium

Combination of deterministic and
voluntaristic theories

Agency theory, behavioural
theory, cognitive theories,
learning theories, strategic
choice, transaction cost theory,
upper echelon

Examples

Amburgey and Dacin (1994)
Haveman (1992)
Kelly and Amburgey (1991)

Dawley et al. (2002)
MacKay and Chia (2013)
Pettigrew (1987)
Quigley and Hambrick (2012)
Sakano and Lewin (1999)

Balogun and Johnson (2005)
Bednar et al. (2013)
Boeker (1997a)
Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991)
Herrmann and Nadkarni (2014)
Sonenshein (2009; 2010)
Nakauchi and Wiersema (2015)
Wiersema and Bantel (1992)

or as they age. This inertia restricts their adaptation
to changing environments and, thus, decreases their
chances of survival (Hannan and Freeman 1977,
1984). Furthermore, firms avoid radical changes and
prefer stability whenever possible, because stability
reduces uncertainty (Dill 1965). Third, when firms
have to change, they tend to imitate or mimic other
firms they view as legitimate (DiMaggio and Powell
1983). By changing their structures to correspond
to those found in other firms, organizations conform
to institutional environments (Granovetter 1985;
Stinchcombe 1965). Consequently, they increasingly
begin to resemble each other. This assimilation
of industry norms and shared logics enhances the
legitimacy of organizations and results in higher
survival rates (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Meyer
and Rowan 1977; Meyer and Scott 1983).
In contrast, the voluntaristic perspective emphasizes the proactive role of managers. From this point
of view, strategic change is a managerially determined process (Child 1972). Not only do managers
significantly influence strategic decisions, but they
can also actively shape the environment and organizational structures. They interpret decision situations, make conscious choices and, thereby, influence

strategy. Moreover, they construct structures within
the organization that serve their purposes. Thus, the
voluntaristic perspective focuses on management’s
ability to create, learn about and manage the organizational environment (Miles and Snow 1978). Actors are viewed as a major source of strategic change
and, thus, of organizations’ fortunes (e.g. Child 1972;
Cyert and March 1963; Hambrick and Mason 1984).
This perspective suggests that strategic change
results from the decisions and actions of leaders
and dominant coalitions in an organization, and
that organizations can respond in multiple ways
to environmental conditions. In this perspective,
management is able to overcome organizational
rigidities, such that strategic change can be achieved
through managerial intentionality (Child 1972; Miles
and Snow 1994; Miles et al. 1978). In addition to
changing strategies in response to external changes,
managers attempt to work proactively towards
achieving firm–environment fit, and they shape the
firm’s environment to the firm’s advantage (e.g. Child
1972). Hence, this perspective focuses not only on
internal and external antecedents of strategic change,
but also on organizational actors and strategic change
processes.
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The dialectical perspective1 assumes that aspects of both environmental determinism and
managerial choice are necessary for understanding
strategic change (e.g. Astley and Van de Ven 1983;
Hrebiniak and Joyce 1985). This approach acknowledges that organizations are neither purely objective
nor purely subjective, as they are constrained by structures (determinism) that are populated by individuals
who act based on their own perceptions in unpredictable and predictable ways (managerial choice)
(Astley and Van de Ven 1983). Reality is enacted
by individuals who have their own experiences and
cognitive processes. At the same time, the outcomes
of organizational actions are determined, in part, by
the environment. Thus, the interplay among change
agents, organizational constraints and pre-existing environmental conditions stimulates strategic change.
In order to review and evaluate the extant knowledge about strategic change within and across
the three perspectives, we followed a structured
approach as suggested by, Cropanzano (2009), Jones
and Gatrell (2014), Short (2009) and Webster and
Watson (2002). In the next section, we describe
our approach and outline the scope of the review,
the literature-identification process and the in-depth
analysis.
Methodology
As we wished to provide a comprehensive picture of
strategic change research within the three perspectives, we placed no restrictions on the publication
timespan. Moreover, we decided to focus on empirical studies published in peer-reviewed journals.
As empirical research typically builds on theoretical
and conceptual work, it reflects the validated body of
knowledge on a subject (Edmondson and McManus
2007). We focused on refereed general management
and strategy journals because they are the main target
outlets for research on strategy and strategic change
(Bourgeois 1984; Nag et al. 2007b). We focused on
those journals with the highest impact factors, as
they can be expected to represent the state-of-the-art
1
We thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out that the
term ‘dialectical’ is used ambiguously in the strategic management literature. Some researchers use it to describe the
opposing forces of change and stability (e.g. Van de Ven and
Poole 1995). Others use it in reference to the opposing forces
of determinism and voluntarism (e.g. Bourgeois 1984). In
this study, we follow the latter approach in that we examine the interplay between external or internal factors (e.g.
environment, context, structure) and strategic decisions.
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knowledge in the field (Podsakoff et al. 2005; Tahai
and Meyer 1999). Based on the five-year-impact factors found in the 2011 Social Sciences Citation Index,
we included the following journals (impact factors in
brackets): Academy of Management Journal (10.565),
Journal of Management (6.810), Administrative Science Quarterly (6.545), Strategic Management
Journal (6.288), Organization Science (5.613),
Journal of Management Studies (5.160), Journal of
International Business Studies (5.142), Journal of
Organizational Behavior (4.382), Organization Studies (3.326) and Journal of Business Research (2.473).
Although we acknowledge that relying on journalimpact factors has certain limitations,2 this approach
has become common practice in review studies and is
similar to approaches used in comparable studies (e.g.
Gibbert et al. 2008; Kunisch et al. 2015; Ueberbacher
2014). Furthermore, although this search process
does not capture all publications, it does provide
access to state-of-the-art knowledge on strategic
change while keeping the sample manageable.
As noted in the background section, delineating
strategic change from related concepts is challenging.
We therefore decided to use a narrow keyword search
and to rely on the self-judgement of each paper’s
authors (i.e. the research stream to which they
intended to contribute). In line with the approach
applied by Hutzschenreuter and Israel (2009), we
used ‘strategic change’ and common synonyms, such
as ‘restructuring’, ‘refocusing’ and ‘reorientation’,
but we did not use ‘strategic renewal’ and ‘organizational change’. Our study aims to examine extant
knowledge related specifically, if not exclusively, to
the phenomenon of strategic change. Therefore, it
was necessary conceptually and methodologically
to draw clear boundaries in order to avoid widening
the review’s scope in ways that would lead to a
more heterogeneous body of literature than could
reasonably be evaluated in a single study (for a
similar argument, cf. Wolf and Floyd 2013).
We identified the relevant articles in three steps
(see Appendices S1–S2 in the Supporting Information for details). First, we performed a search of
the EBSCOhost Business Source Premier database,
which includes all of the above-mentioned journals.
We conducted a structured search of the titles,
2
For example, one anonymous reviewer pointed out that using
recent journal-impact factors does not account for changes
in the journal’s relevance over time, especially over decades,
or for the fact that impact factors have only recently become
important.
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Figure 1. Distribution of articles over time by perspective

abstracts and keywords of the journal articles for the
above-listed keywords. This step yielded 540 articles.
We then eliminated the double counts, which resulted
in a total of 469 articles. Second, we reviewed the
abstracts of these articles to identify research focused
on strategic change as defined in the background
section, which left us with 174 articles. Third, we reviewed the full text of each article in order to exclude
those that did not actually focus on strategic change
even though the abstract indicated such a focus.
We also added relevant articles that we found using
backward and forward citation searches (Webster and
Watson 2002). The final sample that served as the
basis for our review consisted of 119 articles. These
studies had accumulated a total of 11,971 citations
(an average of more than 100 citations per article).
Both authors were involved in analysing the
articles. The first author conducted a qualitative,
thematic, in-depth analysis of each article in the
sample (Miles and Huberman 1994), and both
authors discussed all unclear details until agreement
was reached. We analysed each article according
to its research focus, the applied theoretical lens,
the hypothesized mechanisms, the sample, the
operationalization of strategic change, the employed
measures and the key findings. Based on each
study’s stance on whether strategic change is driven
by exogenous forces, autonomously chosen by
organizational actors, or induced by both structural
constraints and the actions of actors, we classified the
articles as reflecting one of the three perspectives.

Based on this procedure, we identified 11 studies
(9%) adopting a deterministic perspective, 78 studies (66%) following the voluntaristic perspective and
30 studies (25%) reflecting a dialectical perspective
(see Figure 1). Notably, the majority of the studies
draw on the voluntaristic perspective. One reason for
this imbalance may be strategic change’s close relationship with the concept of strategy, which usually
assumes that managers play an active role.3 While
the deterministic perspective includes only variance
studies, the voluntaristic and dialectical perspectives
include both variance and process studies. In accordance with the studies’ research foci, we organize our review for each of the three perspectives in
terms of the antecedents, processes and outcomes of
strategic change. Appendix S3 provides details on all
of the studies, including their research foci, theoretical foundations and methodological approaches, as
well as their key findings.

3
For example, Bourgeois (1984, p. 589) notes that ‘the very
nature of the concept of strategy assumes a human agent who
is able to take actions that attempt to distinguish one’s firm
from the competitors’. In a similar vein, Nag et al. (2007b,
p. 942) explicitly refer to managers in their definition of
strategic management: ‘The field of strategic management
deals with (a) the major intended and emergent initiatives (b)
taken by general managers on behalf of owners, (c) involving
utilization of resources (d) to enhance the performance (e) of
firms (f) in their external environments.’
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Deterministic perspective
The deterministic perspective on strategic change was
especially prominent in this field’s early years. Most
of the studies adopting this perspective were published in the 1980s and 1990s (see Figure 1). While
the lack of more recent research may seem somewhat surprising, we believe that the deterministic approach to studying strategic change was in line with
the ‘anti-management theories’ prominent at that time
(e.g. Donaldson 1995). A basic premise of the deterministic perspective is that organizational inertia prevails (Hannan and Freeman 1977, 1984; Greenwood
and Hinings 1993; Tushman and Romanelli 1985).
Hence, deterministic studies of strategic change focus on whether and how organizational inertia can
be overcome, and its potential consequences. As a
result, this stream of research has identified several
antecedents and outcomes of strategic change.
Antecedents
Scholars have identified several factors in the environmental and organizational contexts as well as several characteristics of organizational actors that foster
or hamper organizational inertia and, thereby, strategic change. With respect to the environmental context, the extant studies offer mixed findings. Whereas
proponents of punctuated equilibrium theory argue
that a major shift in environmental conditions triggers (revolutionary) strategic change (Tushman and
Romanelli 1985), empirical evidence for this contention at the business level (Kelly and Amburgey
1991; Romanelli and Tushman 1994) and the corporate level (Amburgey and Dacin 1994; Kelly and
Amburgey 1991) is inconclusive. For example, in
line with institutional theory, Amburgey and Dacin
(1994) find in their study of 262 US large mining
and manufacturing firms covering 28 years that organizations are more likely to alter their level of
diversification when other organizations make such
changes.
With regard to the organizational context, the extant
knowledge relates to organizational age, prior performance, prior experience and the relationship between
strategy and structure. First, some studies suggest
that organizational age has a negative effect on the
likelihood of strategic change (Boeker 1997b; Kelly
and Amburgey 1991). For instance, in an analysis
of 136 US-certificated air carriers between 1962 and
1985; Kelly and Amburgey (1991) show that younger
airlines are more likely than older airlines to engage in
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strategic change at the business and corporate levels
in response to deregulation.
Second, the extant research suggests that strategic change is initiated when performance is poor,
and strategic change is therefore deemed necessary
or beneficial for the organization. However, while
there is evidence of a positive relationship between
poor performance and strategic change at the corporate level (Amburgey and Dacin 1994), scholars offer mixed findings for the relationship between poor
performance and strategic change at the competitive
strategy level (Boeker 1989; Romanelli and Tushman
1994). Conversely, when performance is good or improving, organizations tend to maintain their established patterns of activity (Boeker 1989).
Third, extant studies show that prior strategic
changes often result in future changes of the same
type. In this regard, strategic change in itself reflects
a paradox of inertia. On the one hand, it disrupts organizational inertia. On the other hand, it is subject to
inertial pressures, because organizations tend to repeat prior changes (Amburgey et al. 1993; Haveman
1992; Kelly and Amburgey 1991). Change becomes
routinized because organizations do what they know
how to do.
In a related vein, scholars also explored the dynamic relationship between strategy and structure.
For instance, Donaldson (1987) examined strategy
and structure changes in firms from five countries
(France, Japan, the UK, the US and West Germany).
Amburgey and Dacin (1994) analysed the contingency relationship between strategy and structure in
the US mining and manufacturing industry. These
studies reveal that changes in structure both precede
and follow changes in strategy (Amburgey and Dacin
1994; Donaldson 1987).
Organizational actors can also play a role in overcoming organizational inertia. The deterministic perspective does not completely deny managerial choice,
but it largely assumes that managers play a passive role. Consequently, strategic change typically
requires changes in organizational actors. In this
regard, studies focusing on those at the top reveal that CEO succession increases the likelihood
of subsequent strategic change at both the corporate level (Goodstein and Boeker 1991) and the
business level (Romanelli and Tushman 1994). The
reasoning is that new CEOs, especially those from
outside the firm, are not committed to the strategies and policies established by the outgoing CEO.
Moreover, they are often equipped with a mandate
for change.
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Outcomes
Several studies have analysed the outcomes of
strategic change in terms of financial performance
and in terms of organizational survival or failure.
With regard to the former, scholars find that the more
new activities are closely related to a firm’s existing
competences, the better the firm’s subsequent financial performance (Haveman 1992). For example, in a
study of the relationship between changes in French
haute cuisine and external evaluations, Durand
et al. (2007) find that both code-preserving and
code-violating changes improve external evaluations.
With regard to the latter, deterministic studies are
inconclusive (Haveman 1992; Kelly and Amburgey
1991). For example, whereas Kelly and Amburgey
(1991) examined the consequences of core feature
changes of US certificated air carriers and find that
strategic change is not related to an organization’s
likelihood of survival, Haveman’s (1992) study of the
savings and loan industry in California shows that
most of the changes were positively related to performance, and even a few strategic changes support
survival.

Summary and assessment
In sum, we believe that studies adopting a deterministic perspective make at least two important contributions to the strategic change literature. First, deterministic scholars provide key insights into factors
that allow for organizational inertia to be overcome.
In this regard, scholars understand strategic change as
a response to environmental shifts or they focus on
strategic change in the context of the interdependence
of organizational subunits. Second, with respect to
the implications of strategic change, the deterministic perspective focuses on different organizational
outcomes, including intermediate outcomes, performance outcomes and organizational survival. In contrast to the other perspectives, the implications of
strategic change for organizational survival or failure
are a central theme.
Notwithstanding these contributions, we also identify certain shortcomings. First, deterministic scholars do not provide insights into strategic change processes. In other words, they offer no information
about how strategic change is initiated and implemented, or about the factors that affect the implementation process. Second, the deterministic perspective
provides a limited picture of strategic change, as it neglects several factors and relationships. For example,

with respect to environmental antecedents, the main
focus is on changes in the market context, while regulatory, institutional and technological changes are
largely ignored. With regard to the organizational
context, the impact of governance structures on strategic change is generally neglected. Moreover, scholars
have mainly analysed direct relationships between the
environmental or organizational context and strategic
change, while few have considered possible moderators (e.g. age or performance) of those relationships.
Third, while the deterministic perspective acknowledges that organizations tend to repeat prior strategic
changes, most studies focus on the analysis of single
changes, while few studies account for the presence
of multiple changes over time.

Voluntaristic perspective
The voluntaristic perspective on strategic change
became prominent in the 1990s and 2000s (see
Figure 1). Perhaps in response to critiques of
‘anti-management theories’ (e.g. Donaldson 1995),
scholars became increasingly interested in the roles
organizational actors played in strategic change,
especially the roles of top managers. This shift in
perspectives was also in line with the emergence
and development of the strategic management field
and its fundamental premise that managers matter
(Bourgeois 1984; Furrer et al. 2008; Nag et al.
2007b; Nerur et al. 2008). As we discuss below,
research in this perspective provides important
insights into the role of organizational actors with
respect to the antecedents, processes and outcomes
of strategic change.
Antecedents
Although the main focus has clearly been on firmand actor-related factors that can foster or impede
strategic change, one line of inquiry also centres on
the environmental context. Scholars have explored
whether and when change in the environment leads to
strategic change – at both the business and corporate
levels. With respect to the business level, scholars find that environmental uncertainty increases
the likelihood of subsequent strategic change when
events in the environment are interpreted as having an
impact on performance or organizational well-being
(Barr 1998; Barr and Huff 1997). In other words,
management’s perceptions of environmental change
determine the response (Strandholm et al. 2004). For
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example, some studies find that firms initiate strategic
change in response to regulatory or innovative shocks
in order to maintain their relative market positions
(Greve and Taylor 2000; McCutchen 1993). Another
study examining business-level strategic change in
206 Indian pharmaceutical firms facing institutional
changes shows that independent firms are more
likely than firms affiliated with business groups to
engage in strategic change (Chittoor et al. 2009).
The buffering effect of embedded firms limits their
ability to engage in strategic change, as they are less
likely to feel the full impact of institutional changes
compared with non-affiliated firms.
With respect to the corporate level, the extant research also finds a positive relationship between environmental uncertainty and strategic change (Bergh
1998; Bergh and Lawless 1998; Hoskisson et al. 2004;
Wiersema and Bantel 1993). For instance, in a panel
of 164 Fortune 500 companies, Bergh and Lawless
(1998) use repeated measures analysis, and find that
product–market uncertainty is associated with either
acquisitions or restructuring activities. Moreover, this
study’s findings suggest that this relationship is influenced by the firm’s level of diversification – firms with
high levels of diversification tend to divest when environmental uncertainty increases and to undertake acquisitions when environmental uncertainty decreases,
while the reverse is true for firms with low levels of
diversification.
Another line of inquiry reveals various factors
in the organizational context that influence strategic
change. First, poor performance plays an important
role. Although some research on poor performance
and strategic change offers mixed findings (Fombrun
and Ginsberg 1990; Gaba and Joseph 2013; Gordon
et al. 2000; Lant et al. 1992), several studies show that
the initiation of strategic change in response to poor
performance is affected by the organization’s aspiration level and its competitors’ performance (Greve
2002; Lant and Mezias 1992; Park 2007). Aspiration
levels provide a basis for deciding when performance
can be interpreted as acceptable or unacceptable (Lant
and Mezias 1992). In addition, the extent of strategic change is greater when a decline in profitability is attributed to internal causes (Barker and Barr
2002; Lant et al. 1992). These findings are sensitive to
the environmental context (Bohman and JohanssonLindfors 1998; Lant et al. 1992; Lin et al. 2006).
Second, scholars find that the firm’s level of diversification can influence strategic change (e.g. Bergh
et al. 2008; Dass 2000; Hoskisson and Johnson
1992; Hoskisson et al. 1994; Miller and Friesen
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1980a). For instance, Hoskisson and Johnson (1992)
find that firms active in industrial manufacturing
industries that encompass both related and unrelated business units are more likely to undertake
restructuring. Moreover, research shows that firms restructure due to ‘over-diversification’ resulting from
inadequate governance systems or badly formulated
strategies (Hoskisson et al. 1994). Another crucial
aspect is the firm’s prior experience with strategic change, as such experience influences the type
of change as well as the subsequent consequences
(Bergh et al. 2008; Miller and Friesen 1980a).
Third, scholars also find that the firms’ ownership
influences strategic change. For example, the extant
research suggests that several types of ownership, including blockholder ownership (Bethel and Liebeskind 1993; Hoskisson et al. 1994), insider equity
ownership (Gibbs 1993) and managerial ownership
(Bergh 1995; Bruton et al. 2002; Phan and Hill 1995),
are associated with a decrease in diversification due
to a focus on core competencies. When managerial
ownership increases and the firm’s scope is refocused,
most firms maintain the chosen strategic course even
in the public reverse-buyout period (Bruton et al.
2002).
A third line of inquiry focuses on organizational
actors. This research views the executives at the top
of the organization as crucial (e.g. Herrmann and
Nadkarni 2014; Park et al. 2011) and, often, focusses
on executive turnover (e.g. Nakauchi and Wiersema
2015). The extant research indicates that the relationship between CEO succession and corporate-level
strategic change depends on several factors. First, outsiders are more likely than insiders to initiate changes
in strategy (Bigley and Wiersema 2002; Greiner and
Bhambri 1989; Karaevli and Zajac 2013; Weng and
Lin 2014; Wiersema 1992). Extensive heir-apparent
experience within the firm increases the CEO’s familiarity with the firm and, thus, his or her commitment
to the status quo. Second, in an analysis of how the
movement of top managers across firms influences
strategic change in a sample of 67 semiconductor
producers, Boeker (1997a) shows that the hiring of
executives with functional and industrial experience
from another firm increases the likelihood that the
firm will enter into product markets in which the
former employer is active. Moreover, he argues that
strategic changes are influenced by the background
and expertise of top managers because they derive
their knowledge and skills from their past experience. Third, contextual factors, such as the industry
environment (e.g. Lant et al. 1992), organizational
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performance before the CEO succession (e.g. Lant
et al. 1992), (changes in the) governance structures
(e.g. Westphal and Fredrickson 2001) and top
management team (TMT) turnover (e.g. Barron et al.
2011) can play a role. For example, the likelihood of
strategic change after CEO succession is enhanced
if the predecessor and other members of the TMT
leave the firm (Barron et al. 2011). Furthermore,
CEO succession is more likely to lead to subsequent
strategic change in turbulent industries than in stable
ones (Gordon et al. 2000; Lant et al. 1992).
Other research shows that the TMT’s composition
and its members’ compensation are related to strategic change. Studies analysing how characteristics
of the TMT influence corporate strategic change
suggest that TMTs with lower average ages, shorter
organizational tenures, higher team tenures, higher
educational levels, higher educational-specialization
heterogeneity and more academic training in the
sciences are more likely to initiate strategic change
(Wiersema and Bantel 1992). In an examination of
the influence of prior firm performance and strategic
change in firms with COOs, Zhang (2006) finds
that the presence of a COO increases the magnitude
of strategic change under conditions of low prior
performance and vice versa. With respect to TMT
compensation, Carpenter (2000) and Cho and Hambrick (2006) conclude that higher incentive-based
compensation among top executives increases the
likelihood of strategic change.
Finally, prior research shows that the board of directors matters for strategic change. Quantitative studies
show that powerful boards or boards with more outside members are more likely to promote strategic
change (Golden and Zajac 2001; Johnson et al. 1993).
Moreover, board members from outside the organization are expected to be more aligned with shareholder
interests and to be focused on financial outcomes
(Johnson et al. 1993). For example, in their analysis of whether US firms that were targets of failed
hostile takeovers refocus, Chatterjee et al. (2003)
show that non-independent, non-vigilant directors are
more likely to refocus their firms after a takeover attempt because they are more likely than independent
and vigilant directors to interpret such an attempt
as a signal of an inefficient, vulnerable organization.
Notably, no relationships are evident among board
tenure, board-tenure heterogeneity and board involvement in restructuring decisions (Johnson et al. 1993).
While many studies focus on the impact of a new
CEO’s characteristics on strategic change, Westphal
and Fredrickson (2001) took the strategy experience

of board members into account. By examining the
relationship between CEO succession and strategic
changes at 406 large and medium-sized US industrial
and service firms, they show that the impact of a new
CEO’s characteristics on strategic change disappears
when board experience is considered. This finding
underlines the need to take the interrelations among
various organizational actors into consideration.
Processes
About one-third of the voluntaristic studies analyse strategic change processes (i.e. how strategic
change unfolds). Most scholars study how actors
shape the processes associated with the implementation of strategic change, especially through sensemaking and sense-giving. In particular, top managers
(e.g. Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991; Gioia and Thomas
1996; Gioia et al. 1994) and middle managers (e.g.
Balogun and Johnson 2004, 2005) are seen as key
players in advancing the change process through
sense-giving and sense-making. For instance, Gioia
and Chittipeddi (1991) emphasize the significance
of sense-making by employees and sense-giving by
management when strategic change is initiated at a
university. Their study shows that employees’ support
for a certain strategic change relies on management’s
ability to provide a compelling answer to the question
of why employees should participate in and support
that change. Certain types of employee meaning making may facilitate employee engagement in the implementation of strategic change (Sonenshein and Dholakia 2012). In addition, Sonenshein (2010) observes
that managers construct strategic change as simultaneously significant and insignificant, while employees
add positive or negative connotations.
In a related vein, strategic change processes are
characterized by the alignment, misalignment and realignment of cognitive structures (Bacharach et al.
1996). As strategic change breaks with established
identities and practices, it creates uncertainty and cognitive disorder (Nag et al. 2007a). This process can
be viewed as the re-institutionalization of cognitions
and practices (Gioia et al. 1994). However, as employees tend to stick to the past in their thinking, they
are often not ready for strategic change (Murtha et al.
1998). Nevertheless, the extant research suggests that
by adopting new (collective) ways of thinking, organizational actors can enable strategic change (Nag
et al. 2007a; Staudenmayer et al. 2002). The research
on this aspect, which typically relies on case studies, finds that leadership plays an important role. A
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change process is influenced by the leadership style
(e.g. Denis et al. 1996, 2001; Kuwada 1998), and by
the interplay between corporate and divisional management (Webb and Dawson 1991). For instance, in
their case study of the dynamics of leadership and
strategic change in a large public hospital, Denis et al.
(1996) argue that a collective leadership style in which
actors play different but closely linked roles is necessary for strategic change under ambiguous conditions.
Specifically, leadership tactics drive cycles in which
periods of change alternate with periods of political
realignment.
Outcomes
The extant research has also generated important insights about the intermediate and performance outcomes of strategic change. With regard to intermediate outcomes, studies show that strategic change
has significant effects on TMT behaviour (Bartunek
and Franzak 1988; Wiersema and Bantel 1993) and
on aggregate industry specialization (Hatfield et al.
1996). For example, in an examination of whether
corporate restructuring results in increased aggregate
industry specialization in a broad sample of US industries during the 1980s, Hatfield et al. (1996) show that
the addition and expansion of capacity increased aggregate industry specialization, while the emergence
of new competitors had the opposite effect.
Prior research on the performance implications of
strategic change offers mixed findings. A few studies suggest a positive relationship between refocusing
announcements and significant, positive, abnormal
returns, which suggests that firms are typically overdiversified prior to refocusing (Markides 1992, 1995).
In line with these findings, Phan and Hill (1995) show
that reducing diversification and hierarchical complexity fostered greater efficiency in a sample of 214
firms that underwent buyouts between 1986 and 1989.
Other research highlights the tensions between the
adaptive and disruptive effects of strategic change.
For example, Zhang and Rajagopalan (2010) reveal
an inverted U-shaped performance curve that is moderated by the CEO’s origin (i.e. internal or external to
the firm). Whereas low levels of strategic change are
more adaptive and, therefore, positive for firm performance, high levels of strategic change are disruptive.
Thus, engaging in the appropriate level of strategic
change seems central to creating and sustaining competitive advantage. This finding also suggests that the
combination of a change’s timing and scope is crucial
with respect to market share (Teplensky et al. 1993).
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Similarly, research shows that the performance implications depend on several contingent factors. For
example, whereas strategic change in the presence of
supportive boards is likely to improve performance,
changes in the absence of board support are likely to
be associated with performance problems (Golden
and Zajac 2001). Similarly, although restructuring
positively affects financial performance (Bergh et al.
2008; Bergh and Lim 2008; Hoskisson and Johnson
1992), these effects depend on how the restructuring
is conducted (Bergh et al. 2008). In this context, experience with various restructuring options (e.g. spinoffs or sell-offs) matters because different modes of
restructuring have different performance implications
(Bergh and Lim 2008).
Summary and assessment
Overall, research in this perspective has made three
major contributions. First, the voluntaristic perspective sheds light on the role of organizational actors.
For instance, the extant studies provide detailed findings on the relationships among leadership succession, leaders’ characteristics and strategic change.
In addition, changes in response to environmental
shifts are analysed by taking managerial characteristics (e.g. the mental models of change agents) into
account. Moreover, studies in this perspective stress
the importance of the firm’s ownership and governance structure. Second, voluntaristic studies provide
insights into the processes of strategic change. For
example, they reveal organizational factors and actor
characteristics that impede or drive successful initiation and implementation, and they shed light on
how organizations or organizational actors engage in
strategic change. Third, the voluntaristic perspective
provides a broader picture of antecedents and moderating variables than the deterministic perspective.
Whereas the deterministic perspective focuses mainly
on direct relationships, the voluntaristic perspective
includes moderators, which enables it to resolve some
of the mixed findings.
Despite these important contributions, we can
also identify some shortcomings. First, in contrast
to the deterministic perspective, the voluntaristic
perspective focuses mainly on surviving firms. As
such, these studies analyse neither the likelihood of
organizational survival or failure nor the differences
between surviving and failed firms. Therefore, we
know little about the long-term outcomes of strategic
change. Second, most of these studies focus on single
change events in isolation. Only five of the 78 articles
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in this sub-sample study strategic change as part
of a series of changes or analyse multiple changes
(Bergh and Lim 2008; Denis et al. 1996; Klarner
and Raisch 2013; Miller and Friesen 1980a,b). This
is notable, as firms can be expected to engage in
multiple changes – simultaneously or sequentially –
in order to adapt and remain competitive throughout
their organizational lives.

Dialectical perspective
Scholars adopting the dialectical perspective acknowledge that managerial choice and environmental
determinism determine strategic change. According
to this perspective, firms can be both proactive and
reactive to environmental pressures depending on the
intensity of the opposing forces of determinism and
voluntarism. The dialectical perspective on strategic change has continuously evolved over time (see
Figure 1). One obvious reason for this continual evolution is its aim of bridging the other two fundamentally different perspectives. As we discuss below, the
extant studies offer insights into a variety of topics, including triggers and impediments of strategic change,
change processes and change outcomes.
Antecedents
The extant studies uncover various antecedents to
strategic change in the environmental and organizational contexts, as well as antecedents pertaining
to organizational actors. With respect to factors in
the environmental context, the dialectical perspective emphasizes the market context. Along these
lines, environmental changes or increased market
volatility are believed to stimulate strategic change
(Fombrun and Ginsberg 1990; Gordon et al. 2000;
Zajac and Kraatz 1993; Zajac and Shortell 1989).
However, munificence – the ability or capacity of
the environment to allow for organizational growth
(e.g. Aldrich 1979) – leads to a lower magnitude of
strategic change (Zajac and Kraatz 1993). In contrast, the deterministic perspective finds no evidence
of a relationship between munificence and strategic change (Goodstein and Boeker 1991), while voluntaristic scholars find that munificence leads to a
greater magnitude of strategic change (Wiersema and
Bantel 1993).
Dialectical studies have examined various factors in the organizational context, including poor
performance, certain firm characteristics and gover-

nance structures. Studies of the relationship between
prior performance and strategic change offer mixed
findings. In some studies, poor performance increases
the likelihood of strategic change (Boeker 1997b,
1989; Fombrun and Ginsberg 1990; Pettigrew 1987;
Zajac and Kraatz 1993), while no such relationship
is found in other studies (Gordon et al. 2000). In a
study of longitudinal (1981–1989) data on the entry
and exit activities of all publicly traded manufacturing firms in the United States, Chang (1996) finds
that poor performance leads to market exits, but not
necessarily to market entries.
The relationship between organizational size and
strategic change also remains controversial (Gordon
et al. 2000; Zajac and Kraatz 1993). Size and slack
resources play important roles, especially in the context of turnaround-related strategic change. Larger
firms with more slack financial resources are better
able to successfully enact strategic change (Barker
and Duhaime 1997; Dawley et al. 2002). Barker and
Duhaime (1997) show that the interaction between
the (perceived) need for strategic change (e.g. poor
performance) and the capacity to implement strategic
change (e.g. size and resources) determines the extent
of strategic change in firms undergoing a turnaround.
In their study of 422 US liberal arts colleges during the
1970s and 1980s, Kraatz and Zajac (2001) find that
resources not only determine an organization’s capacity to change, but also serve as a buffer to change –
those organizations possessing greater stocks of historically valuable resources are much less likely to
engage in adaptive strategic change.
Studies focused on governance structures address
ownership characteristics (Chung and Luo 2008;
Domadenik et al. 2008) and the role of the board
of directors (Goodstein et al. 1994; Haynes and
Hillman 2010). One study analysing the relationship between family-dominated business groups and
strategic change is based on arguments from institutional and agency-cost theories. Consistent with both
theoretical explanations, this study finds that familycontrolled business groups are less likely to divest unrelated businesses (Chung and Luo 2008). In terms of
the board’s influence on strategic change, the extant
research presents contradictory findings (Goodstein
et al. 1994; Haynes and Hillman 2010). The two studies focused on this issue apply resource-dependence
theory in combination with power theories. Whereas
Goodstein et al. (1994), who study the Californian
health care industry, find that diverse hospital boards
are less likely to initiate strategic change in medical services, Haynes and Hillman (2010) demonstrate
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a positive relationship between board diversity and
strategic change for a random sample of 236 firms
included on the S&P 500. On the one hand, diverse
boards encompass many individual interests and commitments, which creates more potential for conflict
(Goodstein et al. 1994). On the other hand, diverse
boards have a range of experiences, broader expertise,
more creativity and more access to valuable resources
outside the firm, all of which are positively related to
strategic change (Haynes and Hillman 2010). However, Haynes and Hillman (2010) add that a powerful CEO weakens these positive effects on strategic
change.
With respect to the influence of organizational actors on strategic change, dialectical studies provide
additional insights about CEO succession and the origin of change agents. Studies analysing the impact
of CEO succession on strategic change offer mixed
findings. While some scholars find no support for
a positive relationship between CEO succession and
strategic change (Boeker 1997b; Sakano and Lewin
1999), others provide evidence of such a relationship (Gordon et al. 2000; Pettigrew 1987). In their
study of 38 publicly traded US manufacturing firms
that experienced turnarounds, Barker and Duhaime
(1997) account for contextual factors and show that
CEO succession during a turnaround increases the
level of strategic change. Analysing 181 succession
events between 1994 and 2006 in the computer hardware, software and electronics industries, Quigley and
Hambrick (2012) add that the retention of an outgoing CEO as chairman of the board hampers strategic
change because the former CEO’s presence constrains
the new CEO’s options. This finding is in line with
Barron et al. (2011), who suggest that because a departing CEO is likely to be committed to his or her
prior decisions, CEO succession serves as an inertia
breaker, although it can be restricted by contextual
factors, such as predecessor retention or restricted
resources.
With respect to the executive’s origin, scholars have
mainly focused on whether executives come from inside or outside the firm. For example, in a study of the
roles played by external and internal change agents in
strategic change, Ginsberg and Abrahamson (1991)
point to the introduction of new members to the TMT
as important for the successful implementation of
strategic change, as new members help overcome political and cultural barriers within the firm. They also
find that management consultants are important in
initiating change, as they can influence the ways in
which executives view the environment. In contrast,
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in their study of 120 firms active in the (stable) furniture and (turbulent) computer software industries,
Gordon et al. (2000) identify a negative relationship
between TMT turnover and strategic change. As a new
top management team may need time to build trust
and achieve consensus before implementing strategic change, such turnover may hamper rapid strategic
change.
Processes
The dialectical perspective views change as a result of
the interplay between managerial choice and environmental or organizational constraints. In this perspective, even though strategic change is partially determined by environmental or organizational structures,
organizational actors still influence the transformation process. In other words, the interplay between the
strategic structures of the organization and the cognitive structures of organizational actors determines
the strategic change process (Bohman and JohanssonLindfors 1998). Power plays an important role in this
context. For instance, Pettigrew (1987) finds that revolutionary periods of change can be linked to changes
in leadership and power. In line with this finding,
Lawrence et al. (2012) and Child and Smith (1987)
find that the power held by change agents helps them
initiate and energize radical change. In addition to
power, scholars find that the formulation of key concepts and symbols helps to activate change (Child
and Smith 1987), and that change-based momentum
is influenced by the social information conveyed by
the change leader in change-announcement meetings
(Jansen 2004).
Outcomes
The studies that focus on performance outcomes
offer various findings. For example, in their analysis
of strategic change in distressed situations, Dawley
et al. (2002) find that only firms with relatively high
levels of strategic choice or relatively low environmental constraints benefit from refocusing. In other
words, their study suggests that the performance
implications of strategic change depend on the
choice situation. In a study of 600 non-restructured
and 388 restructured firms in the Czech Republic,
Makhija (2004) finds a negative relationship between
restructuring and firm value. In an analysis of 18
privatizations in Hungary and East Germany, Meyer
and Lieb-Dóczy (2003) show that even though the
acquisition of assets may have negative performance
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implications in the short run, those assets may have
positive performance consequences in the longer
term. Ndofor et al. (2013) analyse the consequences
of strategic change (new product introductions, new
alliances, and acquisitions) in turnarounds of US
pre-packaged software firms in the 1990s and find
that strategic change is positively related to improved
performance.
Scholars have also explored long-term outcomes,
such as organizational survival. For example,
Amburgey et al. (1993) find that strategic change
increases both the likelihood of organizational failure
and the likelihood of additional changes of the same
type. In their analysis of 1011 Finnish newspapers,
the authors analyse important strategic changes in the
content and frequency of publication, and find that
those newspapers with at least one content change
have higher failure rates than those without such
a change. In this context, failure was operationalized as the voluntary and permanent cessation of
publication.

Overall synthesis and considerations
for future research
Based on our systematic analysis of 119 strategic
change studies representing more than three decades
of research, we are able to assess the current state of
strategic change research and derive possible directions for future research. A first general observation is
that the studies were distributed unequally across the
three perspectives – 9% adopted a deterministic perspective, 66% drew on the voluntaristic perspective
and 25% bridged these two perspectives by adopting
a dialectical perspective. Moreover, as most studies
adopting a deterministic perspective were published
in the 1980s and 1990s, this perspective has somewhat fallen behind the other two. One reason for
this development may be the fundamental assumption found in much of the strategy research that organizational actors matter (Bourgeois 1984; Nag et al.
2007b). A second broad observation is that the collective body of research offers valuable knowledge
about various antecedents, processes and outcomes
of strategic change.

Summary and assessment
In summary, the dialectical perspective on strategic
change adds some important insights by integrating
some of the arguments put forth by the deterministic
and voluntaristic perspectives. Researchers adopting
this perspective have focused more on contextual factors than on change agents’ characteristics in order to
resolve mixed findings, and their findings suggest that
contextual factors, such as organizational resources or
size (e.g. Barker and Duhaime 1997), play an important role.
Despite the contributions made by this line of research, our review reveals several shortcomings. First,
the extant research has centred on the antecedents of
strategic change and largely neglected intermediate
outcomes. In fact, none of the studies in our sample
focus on intermediate outcomes – most cover performance implications and only two consider survival
chances. Second, as in the other perspectives, most
studies in the dialectical perspective are on the micro
level, while macro-level studies are rare. Third, much
of the extant research focuses on single change events,
while only five studies deal with multiple changes
(Amburgey et al. 1993; Chang 1996; Dyck 1997;
Jansen 2004; Pettigrew 1987). This is surprising,
as scholars acknowledge that organizations attempt
transformational change continuously rather than periodically (Dyck 1997).

Similarities and differences across the three
perspectives
In order to evaluate further this collective body of
knowledge, we now compare and contrast the extant
research across the perspectives. To do so, we focus
on three main areas: (1) research foci in terms of conceptualizations of strategic change and the studied
relationships; (2) study designs in terms of the levels
of analysis, the methods employed and the measurements of strategic change; and (3) the assumptions
made. Table 2 provides a summary.
With respect to the research foci, the works in the
three perspectives explore a variety of similar and divergent themes. Works in the deterministic perspective mainly examine strategic change in response to
environmental change or in the context of the interdependence between strategy and structure. Moreover, such research often studies the consequences of
strategic change for performance and survival. The
voluntaristic perspective focuses on strategic change
as a consequence of managerial characteristics. In addition, this perspective sheds light on the processes
associated with the initiation and implementation of
strategic change, and scholars adopting this perspective study the impact of strategic change in terms of
intermediate outcomes and economic performance.
Studies using arguments from both camps focus on


C 2017 British Academy of Management and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.


C 2017 British Academy of Management and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Strategic change
Strategic change at business-level (45%) and
corporate-level (55%)
Change in process of strategy-making (0%)
Analysed relationships
Antecedents: changes in the environment;
strategy–structure–conduct
Outcomes: Economic performance, organizational
survival

Level
Macro-level studies: 5 (45%)
Micro-level studies: 6 (55%)
Method
Quantitative: 11 (100%),
Qualitative: 0 (0%)
Mixed methods: 0 (0%)
Measurement
Mainly single changes with difference scores
Direction of change
Top-down process
Purpose
Maintain fit
Consequences
Beneficial
Internal and external fit
Survival
Change episodes
Study of discrete events
Time horizon:
Long-term/medium-term focus

Research foci

Study design

Assumptions

Strategic change occurs as the product of exogenous
shifts in the environment or organizational structure.
The role of management is limited to gather correct
information and exploit its niche.

Strategic change

Deterministic perspective
(total: 11 studies)

Table 2. Overall synthesis

Maintain and create fit
Beneficial
Enhanced performance
Competitive advantage
Study of discrete events
Medium-term/short-term focus

Maintain and create fit
Beneficial
Enhanced performance

Study of discrete events
Medium-term focus

Mainly single changes with difference scores

Mainly single changes with difference scores

Top-down process

Quantitative: 55 (71%),
Qualitative: 18 (23%)
Mixed methods: 5 (6%)

Quantitative: 22 (73%),
Qualitative: 7 (24%)
Mixed methods: 1 (3%)

Top-down process

Macro-level studies: 4 (5%)
Micro-level studies: 74 (95%)

Macro-level studies: 3 (10%)
Micro-level studies: 27 (90%)

Outcomes: intermediate outcomes, firm performance

Antecedents: organizational context, characteristics
of actors
Processes: sense-making and sense-giving by actors

Antecedents: firm traits and governance structure
Processes: change leader’s influence on the change
process
Outcomes: economic performance, firm survival

Strategic change at business-level (38%) and
corporate-level (58%)
Change in process of strategy-making (17%)

Strategic change is a result of managerial choice.
Individuals, their characteristics, choices and
interactions are central to strategic change. Managers
are regarded as performing a proactive role.

Strategic change is a dynamic phenomenon that results
from the reciprocal relationship between managerial
choice and deterministic constraints. Each is both a
cause and consequence of the other in the change
process.
Strategic change at business-level (33%) and
corporate-level (60%)
Change in process of strategy-making (13%)

Voluntaristic perspective
(total: 78 studies)

Dialectical perspective
(total: 30 studies)
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strategic change at the corporate and business levels. These studies mainly consider contextual factors,
such as firm characteristics or governance structures.
The deterministic perspective largely focuses on direct relationships between environmental or organizational antecedents and subsequent strategic change.
The voluntaristic and dialectical perspectives also
consider moderating variables in an attempt to resolve
the mixed findings. In the voluntaristic perspective,
managerial perceptions or executive characteristics
play an important role in the initiation and implementation of strategic change, while the dialectical
perspective focuses on the contextual situation.
Analyses of relationships between CEO succession
and strategic change serve to illustrate the different
approaches found in the three perspectives. While the
deterministic perspective centres on CEO succession
as a means of breaking through inertia, the voluntaristic perspective uses the new CEO’s characteristics as
proxies for individual-level mechanisms that foster or
impede strategic change. The dialectical perspective
focuses on the given context for the new CEO in terms
of such factors as whether the predecessor has been
appointed chairman of the board.
With respect to study designs, we find certain similarities and differences among the works within the
three perspectives in terms of their levels of analysis,
research methods and measures of strategic change.
While studies in the voluntaristic and dialectical perspectives focus almost exclusively on the organizational level, half of the deterministic studies are conducted at the industry or population level (Ginsberg
and Buchholtz 1990; Haveman 1992; Santos-Álvarez
and Garcı́a-Merino 2003). Moreover, all three perspectives focus on quantitative research, which often
takes the form of regression analyses. Research in
the deterministic perspective is solely quantitative,
but about 30% of research in the voluntaristic and
dialectical tradition applies qualitative methods. Furthermore, the extant research mainly measures strategic change as the difference between two points,
but different time horizons are applied in the three
perspectives. More specifically, the voluntaristic and
dialectical perspectives focus mainly on short-term
or medium-term outcomes, while the deterministic
perspective also considers long-term implications,
such as organizational survival or failure. Finally,
scholars across the three perspectives mainly study
strategic change in terms of single change events.
In other words, the perspectives do not view change
as part of an ongoing process of adaptation and
adjustment.

Our analysis highlights three assumptions regarding strategic change that are shared by all three perspectives. First, strategic change is assumed to be initiated and implemented from the top down. Although
the three perspectives differ in terms of how much
influence they attribute to managers, they share the
assumption that top managers are the decision-makers
in the organization (Bourgeois 1984). Executives are
assumed to ‘have control over the funds and the legal
and formal authority to make the strategic interpretations and choices’ (Bohman and Johansson-Lindfors
1998, p. 59). Second, the perspectives largely agree on
the rationale for strategic change – firms are assumed
to engage in strategic change in order to achieve external and internal fit. In other words, changes occur
as firms move away from equilibrium or as a result of
a misfit (Pettigrew et al. 2001). A central reasoning
behind this assumption is that external and internal
fit relate to various outcomes, such as competitive advantage (Lawrence and Lorsch 1967; Porter 1996) and
survival (e.g. Hannan and Freeman 1977). Whereas
the deterministic perspective assigns managers an inactive or reactive role in maintaining fit, voluntaristic
scholars argue that managers play a proactive role
in this regard. Third, strategic change is assumed to
be a linear process. In particular, variance studies,
which account for the majority of research on strategic change, often focus on the triggers of strategic
change and then assume that it proceeds from initiation to implementation to completion. Studies of
reversals of change or cyclical processes with interruptions are rare. Therefore, we have limited knowledge about the non-linear nature of strategic change,
change reversals and strategic change that, although
initiated, is not completed.
Pathways for future research
The above discussion reveals that, although works
in the three perspectives are complementary to some
extent, the cumulative body of knowledge has not
reached its full potential. On the basis of the insights
provided here regarding research foci, study designs
and assumptions, we propose four pathways for future research across the three perspectives that we
believe can help foster full understanding of strategic
change: (1) examinations of different types, processes
and outcomes of strategic change; (2) expansion of
the scope of actors considered in relation to strategic
change; (3) exploration of the non-linear nature of
strategic change; and (4) investigations of strategic
change conundrums. These suggestions range from
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Table 3. Future research
Key research opportunities

Exemplary research questions

(1) Examine different types,
processes and outcomes of
strategic change

How are the different types of strategic change interrelated with the steps in the change process (e.g.
initiation, implementation)? How does the type of strategic change influence the change process?
How do the process stages influence the change outcomes?
How do specific steps in strategic change, such as initiation, implementation and completion, unfold
over time? Do these steps unfold in a linear way?
How are the different types of strategic change and contexts interrelated? Does the success of a
specific strategic change depend on the contextual situation?
What is the role of communication policy (e.g. communication medium, frequency, rhetorical tactics)
in the strategic change process?
What are intermediate consequences of strategic change? How does strategic change affect corporate
culture, corporate capabilities, resources, employee satisfaction and employee turnover?

(2) Expand the scope of
actors considered in
relation to strategic change

Who are the internal change agents? How do they enact strategic change?
How can change be initiated from the bottom up (e.g. by employees or middle managers)?
When and how do middle managers and employees influence the implementation of strategic change?
How can an owner influence strategic change? What ownership characteristics enable change?
When and how does the board mask the CEO’s impact on strategic change?
Which leadership styles enable or constrain strategic change? How do agents’ temporal horizons
influence strategic change?
When and how do consultants enable or constrain the initiation and implementation of strategic
change?
How do business partners affect the firm’s strategic change behaviour? How can partnering firms
shape the industry by initiating change together?
How do the different actors interact?

(3) Explore the non-linear
nature of strategic change

When is strategic change reversed?
What types of strategic change are subject to reversals? How do firms reverse strategic change?
How often does strategic change occur? How many changes can be successfully implemented during
a certain period of time?
What and how can firms learn from prior changes?
Which firm characteristics determine the firm’s capacity to change? Are some factors more helpful
than others? How do different institutional settings affect firms’ abilities to change?

(4) Investigate strategic
change conundrums

How can paradoxical processes, such as continuity and change, be managed to enhance the likelihood
of successfully realizing strategic change?
In what situations do drivers of strategic change operate as impediments?
When do resources constrain strategic change and when do they enable it?
Which forces drive organizational stability and strategic change? In which situations is stability more
beneficial than change and vice versa?
When is strategic change adaptive and when is it disruptive? What are the disruptive consequences of
strategic change?
What roles do time considerations play in resolving these paradoxes? What are the differences
between the short- and long-term consequences of strategic change?
Do strategic changes expected to be adaptive have disruptive consequences? What are the intended
and realized outcomes of strategic change processes?

more specific to more general topics. For each of
these pathways, we highlight potential focal issues,
although these should be considered illustrative rather
than exhaustive. Table 3 provides a summary of these
research directions together with exemplary research
questions.
Examine different types, processes and outcomes of
strategic change. The above discussion reveals a
need to develop a more nuanced understanding of different types, (sub)processes and outcomes of strategic

change. In other words, we need to develop a better understanding of strategic change at the corporate
level vs. strategic change at the business level, and the
processes associated with the initiation, implementation and completion of strategic change. Distinct
types of strategic change may differ in their level of
difficulty and their processes (Mintzberg and Westley
1992), or they may require different types of intervention (Gersick 1991). For instance, we know that
the way in which strategic change is implemented can
affect its outcomes (e.g. Bergh et al. 2008).
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We therefore advise scholars to explore further the
interrelationships among the content, processes and
context of strategic change. This exploration should
include the interrelationships among various types
of strategic change and different steps in the change
process (e.g. initiation, implementation, completion).
Numerous questions arise in this regard: How does
the type of strategic change influence the change process? How do the stages of the process influence the
change outcomes? In addition, we believe there is a
need to deepen our understanding of the interrelationships between strategic change and its context.
Possible questions along these lines could be: How
are the different types of strategic change and context
interrelated? Does the success of a specific strategic
change depend on the contextual situation? An investigation of these interrelationships should provide a
more fine-grained understanding of strategic change.
In a similar vein, we see a need to substantiate
knowledge about various outcomes, especially intermediate organizational outcomes. Most studies focus on performance measures. However, as strategic
change may occur on various levels, and thus affect
different levels and aspects of the organization, future
research should consider a wider variety of possible
effects. For instance, how does strategic change affect
corporate culture, corporate capabilities, resources,
employee satisfaction and turnover? Such research
holds the potential to provide additional knowledge
about the beneficial and detrimental effects of strategic change.
Expand the scope of actors considered in relation to
strategic change. The above discussion of research
foci and assumptions also reveals a need to expand
the scope of research to include other internal as well
as external actors, their characteristics and their actions. As summarized in the synthesis, all three of
the perspectives assume that strategic change is initiated and implemented from the top down. This assumption is reflected in various definitions of strategic change that emphasize the role of top managers as
well as the vast amount of research about the interplay
between leadership succession and strategic change
(Hutzschenreuter et al. 2012). As such, we have detailed knowledge about the characteristics, perceptions and actions of top executives (i.e. the CEO and
the TMT) with regard to strategic change. However,
other organizational actors may also have a significant
impact on strategic change.
With respect to internal actors, the focus should
be extended to include middle managers and other

employees. This shift in focus will lead to examinations of these actors’ roles in strategic change and
to analyses of bottom-up change. Thus far, research
has viewed employees as change recipients rather than
change agents (e.g. Balogun and Johnson 2005; Gioia
and Chittipeddi 1991). However, employees may able
to be change leaders. Possible questions along these
lines include: When and how can strategic change
be initiated from the bottom up by, for example,
middle managers or employees? When and how do
these actors influence the implementation of strategic
change? Are certain change agents more successful
in initiating or implementing strategic change than
others? Another promising focal area could be the
board of directors or the firm’s owners. Whereas most
studies assume that CEOs are the primary decisionmakers, Westphal and Fredrickson (2001) find that
certain boards can mask the CEO’s impact on strategic
change. Therefore, future research should study the
circumstances under which the board directs strategic change, and the relationship between the CEO
and the board of directors in the context of strategic
change. Exemplary questions in this regard include:
How can the board direct strategic change? How do
the power relations between the CEO and the board
influence strategic change? What role does the board
play in the change process? Under which conditions
is the board helpful in initiating and/or implementing
strategic change?
With respect to external actors, future research
should explore potentially important actors, such
as consultants or business partners. For example,
consultants are often engaged to facilitate strategic
change. However, a study by Ginsberg and Abrahamson (1991) indicates that, although consultants might
be helpful in initiating strategic change, they may not
be successful in implementing such change, because
they lack internal support and firm-specific knowledge. To explore this issue further, we encourage studies on the role of consultants and their characteristics.
In a similar vein, researchers might investigate how
business partners affect the firm’s strategic change
behaviour.
Explore the non-linear nature of strategic change.
We urge scholars to shed more light on the nonlinear nature of strategic change. Our synthesis of the
existing studies across the three perspectives shows
that much of the extant research assumes, either implicitly or explicitly, that strategic change is a linear process that spans initiation, implementation and
completion (Hinings and Greenwood 1989). Scholars
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should challenge this assumption by focusing on how
specific strategic change steps unfold over time and
whether these steps actually unfold in a linear way.
As part of this examination, scholars should explore change reversals and uncompleted strategic
change. These are exciting but underexplored topics
in strategic change research. One of the few studies
was conducted by Mantere et al. (2012), who observe
an organization’s failure to return to the widely accepted premerger strategy after a merger is cancelled.
This triggers interesting questions for future research:
Can strategic change be reversed? What types of
strategic change are subject to reversals? How do
firms reverse strategic change? What capacities enable or constrain change reversals? What are the consequences? As our knowledge in this area is primitive,
we would welcome more in-depth case studies.
Investigate strategic change conundrums. Finally,
our synthesis of the existing research across the three
perspectives shows that strategic change research
is concerned with two fundamental conundrums:
(i) pressure for change vs. resistance to change and
(ii) the adaptive vs. disruptive effects of strategic
change. Despite the wealth of insights into the individual forces, we believe that a better understanding
of the paradoxical forces associated with both conundrums would enhance understanding of strategic
change. Such research could not only help to resolve
mixed findings, but also advance knowledge about
strategic change above and beyond isolated and idiosyncratic insights.
We therefore propose that scholars should further
explore the change–stability paradox. Studies of the
change–stability paradox are critical if we are to enhance understanding of the drivers and impediments
of strategic change. There are ample opportunities
for research that could help unravel the conundrum
concerning the drivers and impediments of change.
For example, we seem to know much more about
the drivers of strategic change, especially at the individual level, than we know about the impediments.
Organizational-level research that has investigated
impediments of change has focused on mechanisms
for overcoming these rigidities. However, certain
organizational characteristics, such as resources,
routines or power relations, might constrain or enable
strategic change. On the one hand, for example,
research shows that large resource endowments may
lower a firm’s likelihood of engaging in strategic
change (Kraatz and Zajac 2001). On the other hand,
resources are important for a firm’s capacity to
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change (Barker and Duhaime 1997). This leads to
such questions as: When do resources constrain
strategic change and when do they enable it? In what
situations do drivers of strategic change operate as
impediments? Which forces drive organizational
stability and strategic change? When is maintaining
stability more beneficial than change and vice versa?
How can paradoxical processes, such as continuity
and change, be managed to enhance the likelihood
of successfully realizing strategic change?
In addition, we urge scholars to explore further
the adaptation–disruption paradox. Our analysis indicates that scholars typically assume that strategic
change has inherently beneficial consequences, while
the potential negative implications have largely remained unexplored. The adaptive view reflects the assumption that strategic change may enable the firm to
align itself with the environment and, thereby, achieve
better performance (Haveman 1992; Zajac and Kraatz
1993). However, some studies highlight disruptive effects associated with change (e.g. Amburgey et al.
1993; Barkema and Schijven 2008). Based on these
findings, we see a need to focus on the tensions between the adaptive and disruptive effects of strategic
change. For example, Zhang and Rajagopalan (2010)
argue that a change’s overall implications for firm
performance are the net outcome of its adaptive and
disruptive effects. These effects vary with the level of
strategic change, and they trigger questions regarding the most appropriate scale of strategic change.
Other issues include whether the consequences of
change are adaptive in some dimensions and disruptive in others, and whether there are certain types of
strategic change that are adaptive and others that are
disruptive. Another interesting possibility is to incorporate a temporal perspective, as the effects of strategic change may differ in the short and long terms.
Along these lines, Meyer and Lieb-Dóczy (2003) and
Barkema and Schijven (2008) show that organizations
might have to tolerate some disruptive effects in the
short run, but they may realize adaptive benefits in
the long run. We therefore suggest that the incorporation of various time-frames will contribute to a more
fine-grained understanding of the impact of strategic
change on organizational performance.

Conclusion
Strategic change is an important topic in management research and practice. Therefore, a better
understanding of its antecedents, processes and
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outcomes is crucial for scholars and practising managers. This study aimed to shed light on the accumulated body of knowledge about strategic change, and
to summarize and evaluate the findings across the deterministic, voluntaristic and dialectical perspectives.
Based on a comprehensive, in-depth analysis of 119
studies representing more than three decades of research on strategic change, we expose commonalities
across the three perspectives as well as differences
among them.
By comparing and contrasting extant strategic
change research across the perspectives, we were able
to identify similar and divergent themes, recognize
important relationships, and highlight interesting insights. The cumulative body of research informs our
understanding of external and internal triggers of
strategic change. Moreover, our review reveals that
the extant literature offers knowledge about strategic
change at the corporate and business levels. In particular, the voluntaristic and dialectical perspectives
provide valuable insights into strategic change processes. These insights, in turn, enable us to propose
directions for future research.
Based on our analysis, we argued that, although
some potential lies in refining strategic change research within each of the perspectives, key research
opportunities span the perspectives. We therefore proposed several pathways for future research across the
three perspectives. Overall, we hope that this review
contributes to a better understanding of what we do
and do not know with respect to strategic change, and
provides scholars with a vital stimulus for additional
research in this area.
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