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Reviving Phronesis in Strategic Management

How Practical Wisdom, Power, and Practice Can Rescue Strategic Management from Its Epistemic
Crisis

Bahman Hajipour™®'
Extended Abstract
Contemporary strategic management, despite remarkable advances in quantitative modeling and the
development of sophisticated analytical frameworks, has fallen into an epistemic crisis rooted in
positivist reductionism. This crisis manifests as a widening gap between strategy theory and strategic
practice, wherein complex statistical models and one-size-fits-all prescriptions fail to capture the depth,
complexity, and value-laden nature of organizational reality. This editorial, recognizing this epistemic
deadlock, offers an integrated framework for escape, built upon three foundational pillars: phronesis
(practical wisdom) as interpreted by Bent Flyvbjerg, Roy Bhaskar’s layered ontology of critical realism,
and the Strategy as Practice (SAP) approach.
The central argument is that for strategic management to “matter” in today’s world of ambiguity,
complexity, and value tensions (the VUCA world), it must recover practical reason and transcend purely
technical-instrumental rationality. Flyvbjerg demonstrates that the social sciences, and by extension
management studies, should return to the Aristotelian tradition of phronesis rather than unsuccessfully
imitating the natural sciences. Phronesis represents the capacity for situated, value-aware, and wise
judgment in particular situations that cannot be reduced to general rules. From this perspective, an expert
strategist is not someone who knows more complex models but someone who possesses the capacity for
intuitive-rational problem diagnosis, sensitivity to context, tolerance of ambiguity, and responsibility for
the value consequences of their decisions. Flyvbjerg proposes four key questions for developing
Phronetic strategies: analysis of trends and the current situation, analysis of power relations and
stakeholder interests, explicit value judgment about desirability, and orientation toward action.
Traditional strategic management addresses only the first two questions (and even these in an uncritical
manner) while evading the final two questions-which are precisely where phronesis emerges.

Alongside phronesis, Bhaskar’s critical realism provides the necessary ontological tools for uncovering
hidden causal mechanisms. Bhaskar divides the world into three layers: the empirical (what we sense
and experience), the actual (events that occur, whether experienced or not), and the deep/real
(mechanisms, structures, and causal forces that may be activated or deactivated). The epistemic fallacy
consists of reducing being to what can be experienced or measured—the very mistake that positivist
strategic management repeatedly commits. In strategic practice, this means that the relationship between
strategy and performance is not linear but mechanism-based and context-dependent. A “best practice”
may succeed in one context and fail in another, not because of measurement error but because different
mechanisms are activated or deactivated. The task of the researcher and strategist is Retroduction: asking,
“What must exist for this observed phenomenon to be possible
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The third approach, Strategy as Practice (SAP), brings strategic management down from the abstract
level of the firm and industry to the level of the actions, interactions, and everyday practices of real
strategists. The three foundational concepts of SAP are: praxis (the actual activities and actions of
strategists), practices (the tools, concepts, procedures, and socio-cultural rules), and practitioners
(individuals with specific skills, backgrounds, and interests). SAP’s connection to phronesis is twofold:
first, Whittington explicitly cites Flyvbjerg and the concept of phronesis as one of SAP’s theoretical
foundations; and second, drawing on the Dreyfus model of skill acquisition, SAP demonstrates how
strategists move from the novice level (rule-following) to the expert level (intuition grounded in
phronesis). Moreover, SAP takes seriously the role of power in the strategizing process, showing that
power is not merely exercised from above but is reproduced in the everyday interactions of strategists;
that strategic tools themselves carry power relations and legitimize dominant discourse; and that some
voices are systematically excluded or marginalized from the strategy process.

The integrated framework resulting from the synthesis of these three intellectual currents encompasses
four layers: ontological, epistemological, normative, and practice-operational. This framework enables
managers to move from superficial correlations to the identification of hidden causal mechanisms; to
move from value concealment to explicit ethical and political judgment about the desirability of
strategies; and to move from macro-level abstract analysis down to the actual actions, tools, and
interactions of strategists. For researchers, this framework does not represent a paradigm shift but rather
the completion and enrichment of the existing paradigm, calling them to inquire into mechanisms, make
their values explicit, and enter the field of practice. For managers and consultants, applying this
framework means cultivating organizational phronesis, designing mechanism-oriented feedback loops,
and conducting explicit power analysis in the strategizing process. In an era in which strategic decisions
in areas such as cybersecurity, sustainable development, and algorithmic justice directly shape the lives
of millions, this return to strategic common sense is not naive idealism but a practical necessity.

Key words: Phronesis (Practical Wisdom), Critical Realism, Strategy as Practice (SAP), Power,
Epistemic Crisis

How to Cite: Hajipour, B. (2026). Reviving Phronesis in Strategic Management. Journal of Business
Management Perspective, 25(65), 1-13. (in Persian). https://doi.org/10.48308/JBMP.2026.244928.1752

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors. Submitted for possible open access publication under the terms and conditions of the
BY

Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)



https://doi.org/10.48308/JBMP.2026.244928.1752
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://jbmp.sbu.ac.ir/?lang=en
https://doi.org/10.48308/JBMP.2026.244928.1752
https://doi.org/10.48308/JBMP.2026.244928.1752

J Bus Mana Perspect Vol. 25, Issue 65, 2026, pp. 1-13
DOI: 10.48308/JBMP.2026.244928.1752

Business
3 :." & Journal of Business Management Perspective S
b) g E-ISSN: 2645-4149; P-ISSN: 2251-6050
= https.//jbmp.sbu.ac.ir/?lang=en

Introduction

The Silent Crisis at the Heart of Strategic Management

Three decades of dominance by paradigms based on industrial economics (Porter, 1980), the resource-
based view (Barney, 1991), and quantitative optimization models have turned strategic management into
a field that, instead of engaging with the complex and value-laden reality of organizations, largely
occupies itself with reproducing statistical correlations and context-free prescriptions (Whittington,
2015). The result is a growing gap between strategy theory and strategic practice (Jarzabkowski &
Kaplan, 2015).

At a deeper level, this crisis is an epistemic crisis: strategic management remains trapped in the
fundamental error of reducing the social world to what can be observed and measured—the epistemic
fallacy (Bhaskar, 2008). What has been lost is not greater analytical precision, but rather the recovery of
normative questions, the identification of hidden causal layers, and attention to real actors with unequal
power relations.

The way out of this crisis is to return to three concepts that have existed for centuries in the tradition of
political and moral philosophy but have been marginalized in modern management: phronesis, power,
and practice.

Phronesis: A Response to the Dominance of Technical-Instrumental Reason

In his influential work Making Social Science Matter, Bent Flyvbjerg (2001) argues that the social
sciences (and, by extension, management) should return to phronesis—practical wisdom in the
Aristotelian tradition—rather than unsuccessfully imitating the natural sciences. While episteme is
universal theoretical knowledge and fechne is technical, instrumental skill, phronesis is the capacity for
situated, value-aware, and wise judgment in particular situations that cannot be reduced to general rules.

For strategic management, Flyvbjerg’s message is clear: an expert strategist is not someone who knows
more complex models but someone who possesses the capacity for intuitive-rational problem diagnosis,
sensitivity to context, and tolerance of ambiguity, alongside responsibility for the value consequences of
their decisions.

Flyvbjerg proposes four key questions that can serve as a framework for developing Phronetic strategies:
1. Where are we going? (analysis of trends and the current situation)
2. Who gains, who loses, and which groups hold power? (power analysis)
3. Is this desirable? (explicit value judgment)
4. What should be done? (orientation toward action)
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Traditional strategic management addresses only the first question and, to some extent, the second (in an
uncritical manner), while evading the final two questions—which are precisely where phronesis emerges.

Critical Realism: Seeing the Hidden Layers of the Strategic World

If phronesis provides value-oriented and situated judgment, Roy Bhaskar’s critical realism (Bhaskar,

2008) offers the necessary ontological tools for uncovering hidden causal mechanisms. Bhaskar divides

the world into three layers:

- The empirical layer: what we sense and experience

- The actual layer: events that occur, whether experienced or not

- The deep/real layer: mechanisms, structures, forces, and causal laws that may be activated or
deactivated

The epistemic fallacy consists of reducing being to what we can experience or measure—the very
mistake that positivist strategic management repeatedly commits. In strategic practice, this means that
the relationship between strategy and performance is not linear but mechanism-based and context-
dependent. Bhaskar’s formula is:

Mechanism (M) + Context © = Outcome (O)

A “best practice” succeeds in one context but fails in another—not because of measurement error, but
because different mechanisms are activated or deactivated. The task of the researcher and the strategist
is Retroduction: asking, “What must exist for this observed phenomenon to be possible?”

Strategy as Practice (SAP): Where Phronesis and Power Emerge in Everyday Action

The third current is Strategy as Practice (SAP), mainly associated with Richard Whittington and Paula
Jarzabkowski. SAP brings strategic management down from the abstract level of the firm and industry
to the level of the actions, interactions, and everyday practices of real strategists (Whittington, 2015).

The three foundational concepts of SAP are:

- Praxis: the actual activities and actions of strategists (meetings, conversations, presentations)

- Practices: the tools, concepts, procedures, and socio-cultural rules (analytical frameworks, software)

- Practitioners: individuals with specific skills, backgrounds, and interests (senior managers,
consultants, analysts)

SAP’s connection to phronesis is twofold. First, Whittington explicitly cites Flyvbjerg and the concept
of phronesis as one of SAP’s theoretical foundations. Second, drawing on the Dreyfus model of skill
acquisition (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986), SAP shows how strategists move from the novice level (rule-
following) to the expert level (intuition grounded in phronesis).
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Moreover, SAP takes the role of power in the strategizing process seriously. SAP research, drawing on
power theorists such as Foucault, Giddens, and Bourdieu, has shown that power is not merely exercised
from above but is reproduced in the everyday interactions of strategists; that strategic tools themselves
carry power relations and legitimize dominant discourse; and that some voices are systematically
excluded or marginalized from the strategy process.

An Integrated Framework: From Philosophy to Strategic Practice

These three streams can now be brought together into a single conceptual framework for strategic
management:

Tablel. Conceptual framework for strategic management

. . . . . Corresponding
L Phil hical B Strat t
ayer ilosophical Basis rategic Question Method
What causal
Ontological (How does Critical realism mechanisms (active or .
. . . Retroduction
the world exist?) (Bhaskar) inactive) are at work
in this context?
Method binati
| o
. . v . .
Epistemological (How P empirical, hidden mechanisms Mixed methods

can we know?)

interpretivism for

does empirical and

actual data reveal?

meaning)
Given power relations
Normative (What should Phronesis (Flyvbjerg) and context, what Power analysis,
be done?) wise and fair action is | public deliberation

possible?
What practices, tools,
and interactions do
strategists encounter
in their daily work?

. . Eth hy,
Practice-operational (How nography

is it done in practice?)

Strategy as Practice

(SAP) interaction analysis,

in-depth case study

This framework allows managers to: (1) move from superficial correlations to the identification of hidden
causal mechanisms; (2) move from value concealment to explicit ethical and political judgment regarding

the desirability of strategies; and (3) move from macro-level abstract analysis down to the actual actions,
tools, and interactions of strategists.
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Implications for Research and Practice: Toward a Phronetic-Critical-Practical Strategic

Management

For strategic management researchers, this framework does not mean a paradigm shift but rather the

completion and enrichment of the existing paradigm. Specifically:

- Instead of asking “What factors...?”, ask: “Through which mechanisms?”

- Instead of hiding values behind methodological objectivism, make your values explicit as part of
research judgment.

- Instead of relying solely on survey or secondary data, go into the field and observe the everyday
actions of strategists.

For strategic managers and consultants, applying this framework means:

- Cultivating organizational phronesis by creating spaces for collective reflection on values and the
ethical consequences of decisions.

- Designing mechanism-oriented feedback loops that track not only outcomes (the “what”) but also
the “why” and “how” of strategic performance.

- Conducting explicit power analysis in the strategizing process: who is at the table, who is absent,
and which discourse dominates?

Concluding Remarks: The Necessity of Returning to Strategic Common Sense

The world facing organizations—characterized by fluidity, deep uncertainty, growing ethical crises, and
technological complexities (Al, IoT, cybersecurity)—can no longer tolerate reductionist, value-free
approaches. If strategic management wants to “matter”—in the sense that Flyvbjerg (2001) intends for
the social sciences—it must add phronesis to episteme and techne, take hidden causal layers seriously,
and place the actions and power relations of real strategists at the center of its analysis.

This return to strategic common sense is not naive idealism but a practical necessity in an era in which
strategic decisions (in cybersecurity, sustainable development, algorithmic justice, etc.) directly shape
the lives of millions of people. This journal welcomes work that treats this complexity—rather than
ignoring it—as an opportunity for theoretical and practical innovation in strategic management.
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